Social Work Field Education: Field Educator as Travel Guide between Two Worlds: Integrating theory and practice in field education by Callen, Ann Deirdre
  
 
 
Social Work Field Education 
Field Educator as Travel Guide between Two Worlds: 
Integrating theory and practice in field education 
 
 
 
Ann D Callen 
 
 
A thesis submitted for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences 
The University of Sydney 
 
 
 
June 2018
 ii 
Abstract 
Notwithstanding the importance attributed to teaching students to integrate theory and 
practice in field education, little is published of how Field Educators undertake this task. 
This thesis explores how Field Educators worked with students to teach them how to 
integrate theory and practice. The research adopted a social constructionist perspective 
and used a qualitative methodology to analyse a series of case studies undertaken with 
six Field Educators as they supervised students. The participants were experienced Field 
Educators working in diverse contexts of practice with students from a range of 
universities and social work programmes in Australia. The method incorporated two 
steps. First, a supervision session was videotaped as it occurred between Field Educator 
and student, followed by a review of the session with the Field Educator to further 
elucidate the reasoning behind the strategies and processes used in their session with the 
student. This process resulted in three groups of data—one from the video-tapes, 
another from the session review and a third from the observational data which consisted 
of the researcher’s analysis. The findings were investigated using thematic analysis. The 
results were analysed first within cases and then across cases, building a picture of 
common themes in the processes used to teach students. 
The results showed that, while Field Educators developed linkages between 
theories and practices with students, they did not focus primarily on this. Nor did they 
use the concept of integration. The findings also indicated that Field Educators did not 
use models, competency-based teaching or evidence-based practice. Rather, they 
developed their own epistemology for supervision. They employed a fluid process of 
discussion and reflection as they co-produced theoretical concepts with students. This 
discussion moved between facilitative and didactic processes, according to the Field 
Educator’s considered assessment of the student’s abilities in the context of practice 
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issues which students raised. They viewed this aspect of supervision as one part of their 
role of assisting students to achieve their learning goals as they progressed along a 
pathway to becoming competent practitioners. They saw themselves as practitioners, 
rather than educators. They appeared to know little about what the universities were 
teaching, and made few references to the supervision requirements of the Australian 
Association of Social Workers. Overall, they appeared to take the context of their 
practice for granted and did not discuss the discourses at play in their work. These 
supervisors seemed to work largely in isolation, raising questions about the adequacy of 
preparation for social work in an Australian environment which is hostile to the values 
of the profession. 
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Chapter 1: Social Work Education: Field Educator as Travel 
Guide Between Two Worlds 
1.1 Introduction 
Ife (1999) argued ‘you cannot “do” theory or practice in isolation’ (p. 222). 
Assisting students integrate theory and practice in any applied profession presents 
educators with challenges. In the caring professions, such as nursing, medicine or 
dentistry, practitioners provide skilled services to people; educating students to work in 
social work is both complex and testing. International Federation of Social Workers 
(IFSW) defines social work as ‘a practice-based profession and an academic discipline 
which promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment 
and liberation of people. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences, 
humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and structures to 
address life challenges and enhance wellbeing’ (IFSW, 2014). This definition has been 
endorsed by the Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW). Social work is a 
practical profession which ‘promotes social change, problem solving in human 
relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to enhance wellbeing’ 
(AASW, 2012a, p. 7). 
One pivotal ‘teaching’ space is that of field education. Field education provides 
students with the opportunity to learn in situ—within an agency, under the guidance of 
practitioners, who assist students to explore the relationship between theoretical 
knowledges and practices. Despite the importance placed on field education by the 
professional body, educators, practitioners and students, little research has been done 
into how Field Educators operate; indeed, as Karpetis (2010) noted, little research has 
been conducted on how practitioners approach this complex task. This thesis explores 
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the broad question of how these practitioners, known in Australia as Field Educators, 
assist social work students integrate the theories in the academic curriculum into 
practice while on field placement. As part of this broad question, the thesis considers 
three sub-questions: 
1. What strategies do Field Educators use to support student learning, 
particularly in relation to theories and practice? 
2. What theoretical content do Field Educators address when seeking to assist 
students to ‘integrate’ or engage with theories and practices? 
3. How is the process of assisting students to integrate theory and practice 
shaped by the context of the placement? 
This chapter provides contextual information on the principal characteristics of 
social work education in Australia and introduces the researcher and the theoretical lens 
through which she approached the research question. This information provides 
important background to exploring Field Educators’ task of integrating theory and 
practice. The chapter also includes a summary of the research design and provides an 
overview of the thesis. 
1.2 Accredited Social Work in Australia 
In Australia, as in other countries, social work emerged from charity work to 
become a profession as social work education commenced moving into universities as a 
discipline from 1940. Initially, university curricula were developed not by practitioners 
but by academics (Wilson, 2005), using material imported from a range of disciplines, 
including psychology and sociology, and were strongly influenced by thinking from the 
United Kingdom and the United States (Lawrence, 1965). Through the AASW 
gradually centralising education through its accreditation processes, the Australian 
curriculum developed its own indigenous form (Wilson, 2005). 
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Since its establishment in 1946, the AASW has played a significant role in 
social work education. Its aim is to develop professional social work education and 
practice throughout Australia, and it represents the Australian social work profession 
internationally. As the profession has developed, the AASW has taken on an increasing 
responsibility for professional standards (Napier & George, 2001). The AASW defines 
the goal of its strategic plan for 2014–2017 as providing ‘a framework and support for 
high quality, relevant social work education in tertiary institutions’ (AASW, 2014a, p. 
2). 
AASW continues to play a significant role in social work education as it is the 
accrediting body for social work programmes, while leaving each university responsible 
for the management, delivery and assessment of all aspects of their social work 
education. Accreditation is described as ‘recognition by the AASW that a higher 
education provider holds and maintains suitable education standards to enable its 
graduates to practise as professional social workers’ (AASW, 2012a, p. 29). Programs 
are accredited when they meet the requirements of the Australian Social Work 
Education and Accreditation Standards (ASWEAS).  
The AASW accredits entry-level social work programmes taught at both 
bachelor and master levels, which should lead to a distinct, qualification in social work 
(AASW, 2012a, p. 17). Provision is made for flexible delivery—on and off campus—
over at least two years of study. Field Educators provide support for novice and more 
experienced students, as well as students completing undergraduate or postgraduate 
programmes. 
In its capacity as the accrediting body, the professional association has drawn up 
minimum standards for social work education, including a number of stipulations 
regarding principles, goals, content, skills, values, structure and educational processes. 
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In addition, it addresses issues of eligibility for overseas graduates and processes for 
reviewing programmes (AASW, 2012a). 
The AASW argues that the dual focus of analysis (individual and systemic, 
private pain and public issues) distinguishes the theory and practice of social work from 
other helping professions (AASW, 2012a, p. 13). It further regards as essential to social 
work the recognition that social problems experienced by individuals, families, groups 
and communities are multi-causal (AASW, 2012a, p. 13). As a consequence, the scope 
of the content in social work education is wide ranging—encompassing all the methods 
of social work intervention and skills and an understanding of context of social work 
practice, together with knowledge from other disciplines. The AASW Educational 
Standards require curricula to include teaching about society and how it developed, and 
knowledge of the individual. Accredited programmes are required to include specific 
content around ethics, mental health, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, 
cross-cultural practice and child protection (AASW, 2012a, p. 13). This content seeks to 
aid students to develop the capacity to critically analyse the structure of society and to 
place service-user needs in their socio-political and economic context (AASW, 2012a, 
p. 10). 
The AASW requires that the academic unit which offers the social work 
programme have a clearly articulated educational philosophy enabling students to be 
self-directed and goal-oriented. Such a philosophy seeks to foster a commitment to 
lifelong learning and continuing professional education and to maximise opportunities 
for mutual learning by both student and educator. The AASW requires that the teaching 
and assessment of a social work study must prepare students for practice by including 
skills-based teaching, practice teaching and small-group teaching. This preparation for 
practice must be theoretically grounded (AASW, 2012a, p. 20). 
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Acknowledging the complexity and the constantly changing context of social 
work practice, the AASW states that social work education must give primacy to the 
development of reflective and reflexive practice, structural analysis, critical thinking 
and ethical professional behaviour, as the core attributes to equip a social work 
practitioner to enter practice across the range of social work settings, fields of practice 
and methods (AASW, 2012a, p. 9). The AASW requires that students are taught bodies 
of knowledge and skills relating both to theories and practice and the integration of 
theory and practice. 
1.3 Field Education 
Social work education is an enterprise which involves both academic curricula 
and practice learning. Wayne, Bogo and Raskin (2010) claimed that, within this 
curriculum, field education is social work’s signature pedagogy. Practice learning is 
supported by the academic curriculum largely through the structured learning 
experience where a student is placed in an agency, working on particular tasks under the 
supervision of a social worker for a specified number of days, known as the field 
education work component. One of the tasks undertaken by Field Educators when they 
work with students on field placement is the exploration of the relationship between 
theoretical knowledge and practice in real-life situations. 
Field education is a core component of Australian entry-level professional social 
work education. It is described as a cooperative endeavour between the higher education 
provider, the student, agencies and Field Educators, to assist the integration of theory 
and practice (AASW, 2012a). The AASW requires that field education be completed 
over two years within the professional social work programme of study. The association 
provides a list of minimum standards regarding the practical details of how long, where 
and when placements occur within a social work programme. It requires that placements 
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involve practice, not simply observation, with at least one placement involving direct 
case work with clients. The AASW designates field placement as an essential activity in 
which a student is expected to complete their learning to ‘integrate’ theory and practice, 
while at the same time developing competence in a range of social work skills (AASW, 
2012a, p. 37). 
Accreditation guidelines require that field education be given full academic 
status within university programmes, and be consistent with the general principles 
identified for social work education. These general principles include a developmental 
approach to learning, with students being exposed to increasing levels of complexity 
over time. Student learning is guided by a learning plan, based on the AASW Practice 
Standards (AASW, 2013) and Code of Ethics (AASW, 2010), endorsed by their Field 
Educator. The AASW specifies that all placements must meet the educational 
requirements of the field education programme, and that placements must be structured 
in a way that is educationally viable, so that educational goals can be achieved. The 
AASW requires accredited programmes, and by association, Field Educators, to employ 
strategies to ensure that students integrate theory and practice. As part of accreditation, 
the AASW states that to complete the final field education subject in the field education 
programme, students must meet the entry-level requirements as outlined in the AASW 
Practice Standards (AASW, 2012a). For field education, each student is allocated a 
Field Educator, a suitably qualified and experienced practitioner meeting the 
requirements specified in the accreditation document. 
1.4 Field Educators 
The role of the Field Educator is to guide the student’s learning during the 
placement. To be eligible for this role, the field education guidelines specify that the 
Field Educators must be qualified social workers (eligible for full membership of the 
 7 
AASW), with a minimum of two years’ full-time practice experience, or its part-time 
equivalent, who demonstrate a commitment to continuing professional education and an 
interest in developing social work knowledge and skills. Membership of the AASW is 
available to applicants holding either an AASW-approved social work qualification 
from an Australian tertiary institution or qualifications from overseas that have been 
recognised by the AASW as comparable to an AASW-approved social work 
qualification. Field Educators are required to undertake training for the field education 
role before or during their first experience. Social work Field Educators must be able to 
provide a minimum of 1.5 hours formal supervision per student for each 35 hours of 
placement (AASW, 2014b, p. 12), half of which must be provided on a one-to-one 
basis. The social work Field Educators are required to observe the student’s practice in 
placements where the focus is on direct practice. Ideally, the Field Educator will also 
observe the student’s engagement in team and interdisciplinary meetings (AASW, 
2012b, p. 5). These parameters for field education are part of the AASW requirements 
for the delivery of accredited social work education more broadly, involving the 
structure, content and processes to be used for the delivery of social work programmes. 
Once accredited by the association, each university is responsible for the management, 
delivery and assessment of all aspects of their social work education. How these 
requirements are brought together in a curriculum is left to each university, leading to 
diversity in the various university programmes. 
1.5 Theory/Practice Debates in Social Work Education 
The history of the debate concerning field education (assisting students to 
integrate theory and practice) can be traced to social work’s move to become a 
professional discipline. As Lawrence (1965) pointed out, historically, the two activities 
of education and practice were closely tied to the work of practitioners. With the entry 
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of social work education into the tertiary education sector, ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ are 
now located in different spaces, creating incongruences in social work education for 
students (Lewis & Bolzan, 2007). 
In a debate between Sheldon (1978) and Jordan (1978), Sheldon identified what 
he called two subcultures developing—theory in academe and practice in field—and 
expressed concerns about the need to ensure the validity of the knowledge base. Jordan 
(1978) took a different view, linking the issue to the limitations of what the social 
sciences could offer social work, because they struggled to deal with the complexities of 
the intersection of individual and societal issues. Research into the integration of theory 
and practice first focused on questions about practitioners’ use, or rather non-use, of 
theory in practice. Initial research showed that practitioners were not using theory 
(Carew, 1979, 1987). Hearn (1982) noted difficulties in defining the terms theory and 
practice and in making sense of the relationship between theory and practice. He 
recognised theory as diverse, whereas agency procedures tend to merge practice, and 
noted that recognising that theory and practice were inherently connected might be a 
great aid in resolving the problem, since this would make the question open ended. 
Peile (1994) noted the different conceptualisations of this issue. In the United 
Kingdom, it was seen as a lack of integration, while in the United States, as the limited 
influence research has had on practice (p. 18). The Australian position at this stage 
tended to follow the view in the United Kingdom. Healy (2008) identified the need for 
more accountable, scientific approaches to social work practice, including further 
research, theory building and debates regarding the suitability of various paradigms for 
the profession, including positivism. 
Sheppard (1995) endorsed this view, perceiving the relationship between theory 
and practice as one of prolonged debate. He noted the need to contextualise knowledge 
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for social work practice, and referred to social work’s ambiguous relationship with 
science, where knowledge is seen as a product, not a process. Sheppard, Newstead, 
Caccavo and Ryan (2000, p. 466) expanded this understanding, referring to two 
cultures, reflecting the ongoing debate on the role of positivist science in social work. 
This study found that social workers, while not explicitly using existing theories, acted 
as theory generators using reflective practice and qualitative and iterative research—
while social workers did not seem to use formal theory, they used practice wisdom or 
experiential learning. Sheppard et al., (2000) spoke of the need to be able to identify 
these processes before practitioners can teach them. 
In Australia, subsequent research by Osmond (2000) evaluated practitioners’ use 
of theory using a multi-method, qualitative approach that allowed practitioners, in their 
relationship with the researchers, time to reflect on the knowledge they drew on. By 
inviting the practitioners to review their practice in a client interview, Osmond was able 
to obtain additional information on the analytic or intuitive reasoning underpinning their 
practice. Osmond’s work highlighted the often tacit character of much social work 
practice; as a result, challenges should be acknowledged for the researcher in supporting 
practitioners to fully articulate their approach. Osmond’s (2000) results suggested that 
the use of positivist methodologies in the past may have skewed the findings on how 
practitioners use theory. However, Osmond and O’Connor (2004) also noted that 
practitioners can have difficulties in articulating and naming the basis of their casework. 
Woodman (2012) also found in his literature review that practitioners identified 
difficulties in articulating theory, but the capacity to use knowledge. 
Samson (2014) claimed that the divide between practice and theory has existed 
since the profession emerged, and practice wisdom, that can be taught and measured by 
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supporting the development of critical thinking and reflection skills in students, can 
bridge this gap. 
Research which focused on the student experience was closely related to the 
debate about the relationship between theory and practice. In the United Kingdom, 
Barbour (1984) explored the difficulties students had in integrating theory and practice, 
citing available theories, role clarity, skills training, values conflict and models of 
professional education as contributing factors. Somewhat later, Fernandez (1998) found 
that Australian students had problems integrating theory and practice, and made a series 
of recommendations to address this. Fernandez (1998) highlighted the way the 
relationship was understood as an issue which needed to be reviewed in both social 
work education and field education, and concluded that the supervision role was 
pivotal—it was important to support Field Educators to strengthen the partnerships 
between the universities and the field. Maidment (2003) referred to student stress 
arising from the lack of integration of theory and practice. This is a recurring theme, 
with graduates identifying that they are confused about the connection between theory 
and practice (Cameron, 2003). Researching student experiences in field education, 
Lewis and Bolzan (2007) found the nexus between theory and practice to be 
problematic for both students and practitioners; both needed help to understand the 
theory/practice relationship. Morley (2008) also found both students and practitioners 
tended to focus on direct practice, and struggled to find theory relevant to practice. In 
the context of Morley (2008), it is these practitioners who are asked to assist students to 
explore the relationship between theoretical knowledge and practice in field education. 
Yet as Lesser and Cooper (2008) noted, too often, the practitioners who oversee field 
education are removed from the learning in the classroom. Given the challenges which 
students express, including challenges in integrating theory and practice (Lewis & 
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Bolzan, 2007), challenges relating to the quality of supervision and support received on 
placement (Cleak & Smith, 2012) and challenges regarding the realities of practice 
(McDonald, 2007), and the difficulties experienced by practitioners in assisting students 
to integrate theory and practice, research into how Field Educators address the issue is 
important for both social work education and the profession overall. 
1.6 Context of the Research 
Social work education is currently taking place in the context of major reforms 
in the higher education sector and the welfare state. This context constrains the freedom 
in the delivery of social work programmes possible under the accreditation requirements 
of the AASW. 
The past 50 years have seen significant shifts in the tertiary education sector. 
The funding of the higher education sector has been contentious since 1974, when the 
Australian Commonwealth Government made tertiary education free for those who had 
ability. Over time, freedom has been eroded as the government has amalgamated 
disparate groups of education providers, reintroduced fees for students, encouraged 
overseas enrolments and constrained the autonomy of universities through funding 
arrangements. These policy changes have called for greater accountability and closer 
partnerships with industry. 
Rosenman (2007) argued that, over the previous 15 years, higher education 
institutions in Australia had been experiencing a constantly changing policy climate. 
The Commonwealth Government provides the economic underpinning for the majority 
of universities, through its payments for teaching and research overheads and its 
financial underwriting of the national competitive grants agencies through which 
universities obtain most of their research funding. At the time of writing, it had 
foreshadowed further cuts to university funding in its 2017–18 budget. Rosenman 
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(2007) drew a link between the policy changes and the principles of individual 
responsibility, market competition, specialisation and differentiation, user pays, 
capitation fees, payments based on demonstrated outcomes, special purpose rather than 
block grants, accountability to government for funding, and responding to globalisation 
and internationalisation which pervade other social policy fields. These changes have 
meant that ‘the push for differentiation in the first instance is likely to cause disciplines 
and professional schools to articulate what they specialise in and how they differentiate 
themselves from their competitors’ (Rosenman, 2007, p. 14). Morley and Dunstan 
(2013) considered that field education risks being marginalised within universities, as it 
is expensive to implement. They further considered that university restructuring has the 
potential to pose a fundamental challenge to social work education, particularly to field 
education, as it creates a separation between the field of research in the university and 
the field of practice, reinforcing the notion of two different worlds (Morley & Dunstan, 
2013, p. 142). 
At the same time, while economic reforms have affected the higher education 
sector, Australian social work education has been influenced by the globalisation of 
knowledge. This has facilitated diversity of thought and culture, leading to different 
ways of seeing and doing (Davies, 2013, p. 27). Old certainties have been questioned, 
although not necessarily replaced, and alternative ways and processes of theorising have 
emerged. The globalisation of knowledge has also drawn attention to voice—to whose 
knowledges are being heard and, by default, to whose voices and knowledges are 
absent. Such changes have resulted in an upsurge of information and to extensive 
debates about theoretical knowledge. The task of education has become increasingly 
challenging and complex. Such diversity is reflected in the highly diverse student body 
now undertaking tertiary studies. 
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Over the last 20 years, both the student body and the student world have 
changed, becoming increasingly diversified. In 2016, the University of Sydney’s 
Annual Report (2016) spoke of its programmes and range of students, including 
Indigenous students, international students and students with a disability (p. 15–16). 
Students are now more varied in terms of age (some are older, with families), sexuality, 
religion and culture, reflecting more varied community identities (Hemy, Boddy, Chee, 
& Sauvage, 2016). At the same time, the costs of programmes often mean that students 
undertake some form of employment in addition to studying, producing a student body 
which has to juggle a number of competing demands while studying (Hemy et al., 
2016). 
Ferrier (2006) suggested that the research evidence on the effects of the changes 
on how many students complete their degree and on their level of participation in 
programmes is equivocal. A consideration of the cumulative effects of disadvantage 
generated by social policy changes suggests that some tertiary students are struggling to 
remain engaged in education in Australia. To this diverse group of students, universities 
teach the theories, skills and values required to become competent practitioners in and 
for a changing environment. The context of the reforming welfare state is central to the 
knowledge and skills which social work educators are teaching, since graduates have to 
practise within this setting, and with the service users this context produces. This is 
especially pertinent in field education, as teaching takes place in human service 
organisations. 
Social work practice in Australia is closely tied to the welfare state, which 
Mendes (2008) defined as ‘state protected minimum standards of income, health, 
housing, education and personal social services based on a notion of rights and 
entitlements rather than charity’ (p. 2). The Australian welfare state emerged in the 
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early 20th century, based on the principle of the state seeking to ensure a living wage 
for all, complimented by residual social assistance for those judged unable to work. The 
demands of increased industrialisation, together with the upheaval experienced 
throughout the Second World War, provided the impetus for an expanded 
comprehensive integrated social security (Mendes, 2008). The period following the 
Second World War saw the growth of centralised services as the Commonwealth 
Government gained control of taxation. This period also saw the expansion of 
employment opportunities for social workers, although this varied across states and 
agencies (Hugman, 2003). Since that time, government service provision has swung 
back and forth between periods of expansion and contraction, together with changes in 
the priority given to the free market. In the last 20 years, changes on a global scale have 
affected not only the original context of social work practice (Banks, 2008), but 
importantly for this study, the context of social work education and field education. 
Mendes (2008) described globalisation as ‘a shift in the scale of social relations 
and economic relations from the regional or national to the global’ (p. 68). This has 
resulted in the favour of the free market over government intervention (Mendes, 2008). 
Within this shift, the welfare state in Australia has been constructed as disabling, 
cumbersome, inefficient and unresponsive to community (Goodwin & Phillips, 2015, p. 
23), giving rise to the neoliberal critique of the welfare state as a burden on wealth 
creation. This view has led to a reinterpretation of the meaning and role of government 
in providing services. The responsibilities of state and citizens have been reshaped, with 
poverty cast as a personal responsibility and developing the economy as the state’s 
responsibility. 
These changes have led to the state shedding what was once a unified 
responsibility for services such as housing, education and family services. These have 
 15 
been devolved from government departments to the private sector through funding 
arrangements (Agllias, 2010)—the state now purchases services from providers in 
public–private partnerships. These partnerships are allocated through competitive 
contracting, according to the terms of the purchase agreement  (Agbim & Ozanne, 
2007). In some instances, Noble (2004) considered that these non-government services 
have become quasi-markets. 
Considine (2003), in discussing the changes in Australian political life, stated 
that: 
The movement away from a unified public service towards the development of 
quasi-markets, based on the involvement of private firms and non-profit 
organisations can be viewed as the most radical change to state–society relations 
since the advent of the modern welfare state. (p. 63) 
Goodwin and Phillips (2015) argued that a range of services based on rights 
emerged in the 1970s and 1980s (p. 100), but with the emergence of neoliberalism, 
these welfare services were no longer constructed as a right but a product to be 
marketed. Noble (2004) perceived this as dismantling the welfare agenda in Australia. 
McDonald (2006) went so far as to suggest that these changes comprise a fundamental 
re-writing of the foundational conditions in that social work, as a set of practices, 
developed in 20th Century, and within which social work emerged in Australia. This is 
the setting in which much social work in Australia is still practiced (Meagher & Healy, 
2003). 
Organisations are now shaped by new public management (NPM), which led to 
the development of technocratic approaches to public sector programme planning and 
resource allocation, requiring that funded services demonstrate measurable outcomes 
(Goodwin & Phillips, 2015). NPM has replaced other approaches to social services and 
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the philosophies which underpin them (Harlow, 2003). Some argue that there has been a 
retreat from the provision of comprehensive services into risk management. It should be 
noted that NPM values differ from those of social work (Carey, 2008). 
These changes have not only affected the context of social work practice, but 
also what social workers do and the type of graduates desired by employers. Employers 
are looking for specific skills and competencies (Healy, 2009), rather than broader 
professional qualifications (Agllias, 2010). In some areas of service delivery, this has 
resulted in a shift away from person-centred to techno-centred activities, in which the 
focus is on effectiveness and efficiency, monitoring and accountability (Connell, 
Fawcett, & Meagher, 2009). The recently introduced comprehensive disability scheme 
represents the intersection of person-centred and individualised market orientation. 
Sallee (2003, p. 6) believes that, with the development of information technologies, 
social workers have moved from operating in the terrain of the social to the terrain of 
the informational. These technologies have subtly supported a shift from the 
management of relationships with people to management of information about people 
(Parton, 2003). This shift places practitioners at odds with social work’s self-perception 
as a relationship-based profession; instead, social work is increasingly being rendered as 
technical and calculable in form (Webb, 2006), compounding the challenges for 
practitioners. Healy (2004), writing of employment trends in the Australian context for 
social work, described these neoliberal policy frameworks and organisational structures, 
privatisation and organisational culture, and de-professionalisation of positions as 
leading to limited employment opportunities and loss of professional discretion for 
social workers. 
The marketisation of many services and NPM has negatively affected social 
work practice (Connell et al., 2009; Fawcett & Hanlon, 2009; Healy & Meagher, 2004; 
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Meagher & Healy, 2003). Healy (2009) regarded NPM as having had a corrosive effect 
on the professional identity and influence of social work. One outcome is that social 
work roles are becoming de-professionalised (Healy & Meagher, 2004; Meagher & 
Healy, 2006), as professional judgement is subsumed into management processes, often 
through guidelines that direct how a service is to be carried out. Connell et al., (2009) 
suggested that NPM is seeking to control the professions; however, as Dominelli (2007) 
noted, while the closeness of management scrutiny constrains the exercise of 
professional discretion, it is hard to stifle this completely. Social work cannot be 
monitored constantly, and there is still room for professional judgement. 
The reformed welfare state provides the context in which Field Educators work 
and seek to support student learning. The values underpinning these changes not only 
influence practice but also affect social work education, not simply in preparing 
students for practice but at the very site of social work education. It challenges social 
work theories and practices which seek to employ more collectivist structural 
approaches. Yet while constructed as a binary choice, such values are not immune to 
critique if the fundamental assumption of such a binary construction is not accepted. 
Fawcett (2013) considered that a postmodern theoretical perspective offers a way of 
opening this view of the world to critique. Writers such as Morley (2004, 2008, 2012) 
and Fook and Askeland (2007) discuss the scope for resistance, noting that much of 
neoliberal thinking is based on binary constructions which cast issues as black or white, 
as either/or. If this construction is not accepted, then alternative ways of evaluating 
issues may be considered (Morley, 2004). 
1.7 Significance of the Research 
This study addresses a significant but little researched area of social work 
education. It contributes to the development of knowledge about social work education 
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and practice in an important area of social work. While the professional body, the 
universities, the field and the students all place importance on field education, little is 
known about how Field Educators assist students to integrate theory and practice—this 
topic forms part of a research area which Parker (2007) considered still to be in its 
infancy. 
The study provides an enhanced understanding of the work of Field Educators—
essential partners of universities in social work education. The education of future social 
work professionals relies on the good will of practitioners who volunteer to work as 
Field Educators. These practitioners currently work in a policy context which has 
undergone changes seen as antithetical to social work values, and which make it harder 
to find social work placements for students (Hay & Brown, 2015; Shardlow, Scholar, 
Munro, & McLaughlin, 2012). In the present practice context, this leaves field 
education in a somewhat tenuous position. Field education places particular onus on 
Field Educators to assist in meeting its objectives—the development of reflective and 
critical practitioners—and to aid students to integrate theory and practice. 
The results of the research have the potential to strengthen partnerships between 
universities and the field, to promote both social work education and professional 
practice and to contribute to our understanding of these connections, not only in social 
work but across many professions in the contemporary Australian context. 
Strengthening these education partnerships is particularly important because of the 
structure of the social work degree. While universities deliver social work programmes 
in diverse ways, the structure of field education means that social work is taught in 
different spaces—both universities and human service organisations (AASW, 2012b). 
Such a structure risks separating theoretical material and practical work. As Morley and 
Dunstan (2013) suggested, this is inclined to undermine the learning about integration 
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of theory and practice referred to in the AASW accreditation documentation. Such 
arrangements run counter to the objective of teaching students to connect what can often 
appear as two different worlds—the world of theory and the world of practice (Morley, 
2004). 
As it is important for social work educators, students and the profession at large 
to learn more about the approaches adopted by Field Educators, this research also gives 
voice to those without whom social work education cannot be completed but who 
appear to be largely silent in the literature. If further understandings of how Field 
Educators undertake this aspect of education can be obtained, these can be made 
available for others to use and build on. This research has the potential to enhance the 
quality of field education, and with it, social work education overall. 
Ife (1999) argued that ‘you cannot “do” theory or practice in isolation’ (p. 222). 
Theories can assist practitioners to build their practices, since they are a means of 
linking thought and action (Payne, 2014), but work practice risks becoming uncritical if 
the theories used in practice are not recognised. Given the profession’s objective of 
promoting principles of social justice, it important to understand how these are 
connected at any point in practice. By exploring how Field Educators assist students to 
integrate theory and practice, social workers gain insights into the generation of new 
theories and practice. Beyond this, as Horsburgh (2010) has noted, professional 
education is not only knowledge and skills based, but also a process of formation (p. 
31). 
1.8 Theoretical Lens 
This thesis explores the complex issue of ‘theory’ in social work education 
during compulsory field education placements. It is not an evaluative study. As made 
evident in the following chapters, the social work profession has a contested and 
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dynamic relationship with ‘theory’. In seeking to understand how ‘theory’ is taught by 
Field Educators, this thesis is approached through the lens of critical postmodernism. 
Critical postmodernism brings together aspects of postmodernism with critical 
social work. Fook (2013) considered that the development of critical social work can be 
traced through the development of postmodernism which emerged from Marxism, 
through feminism and structural understandings of social issues, to the development of a 
perspective based on a linking of postmodernism and critical theory. Postmodern 
perspectives reject the search for universal laws and theories and focus instead on local 
meanings, recognising that knowledges are socially constructed between people, 
expressed in language and saturated with cultural interpretations. These meanings are 
embedded in context and constantly changing. These perspectives identify language not 
as a reflection of a phenomenon but as performative and powerful. The language used to 
convey knowledge helps to constitute the very subject of which it speaks. 
The adoption of a critical postmodern perspective signals a rejection of the 
positivist perspective, which is based on the assumption that knowledge is an objective 
phenomenon to be revealed through research and built into theory. This view is closely 
allied to scientific and deductive reasoning. It signals a critical engagement with 
positivist perspectives as ‘legitimate’ narratives and a desire to understand how these 
understandings influence social work practice and education. 
Critical social work rejects the scientific contention that an external, objective 
reality exists, recognising that all knowledge is intimately connected with subjective 
values and judgements (Morley, 2004). It is based on the assumption that social 
knowledges are not directly observable, but a social construction between people to be 
understood in a particular situation, based on inductive reasoning. Critical 
postmodernism regards assumptions of reason, order, predictability and social nature as 
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just that—assumptions—which need to be critically interrogated (Noble & Henrickson, 
2011). 
Fook (2013, p. 432) explored the usefulness of postmodern critical social theory 
for social work, identifying four principles: that knowledge is socially constructed, 
making context important, as it affects practitioners’ ways of understanding; that people 
can hold beliefs which are contrary to their interests; that social change is possible, not 
determined; and finally, the importance of challenging oppression, that can take many 
forms. While there are various interpretations of critical perspectives, they all seek to 
extend the link between individual issues and social structures by exploring the 
relationships between knowledges and social structures. These perspectives see the 
social world as complex, contradictory, fluid and multi-layered (Morley, 2014, p. 164). 
They problematise the dominance of some ways of seeing the world over others, and the 
language used to convey this. They explore the connections between power relations 
and structural oppression. 
The adoption of critical postmodernism in this thesis draws attention to four 
dimensions of theory making in social work practice: theory as a social construction; the 
power of theory making, discourse as a construct locking together a set of views on an 
issue; and deconstruction. The constructionist view of knowledges and theory sees these 
less as a product to be handed from one to another and more as a process to be 
developed in a relationship (Parton & O’Byrne, 2000). Stepney (2009) referenced 
Foucault (1984) as seeing the concept of power as embedded in language, relationships, 
and, importantly, practice, rather than a commodity derived from external structures or 
the state (p. 18). Language is considered encoded, meaning which it shapes rather than 
simply reflects social identities, which are often then viewed as ‘reality’ (Copeland, 
Dean, & Wladkowski, 2011), making it performative and powerful. It is recognition of 
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this social construction which offers scope for the practitioner to problematise these 
dominant discourses, examine wider contexts and formulate alternative constructions 
through new language and practice (Fook, Ryan, & Hawkins, 2000). 
Language is regarded as the site for constructing these links to power and the 
links between theories and practices. The language used reveals the theory which it 
represents. As such, language can be used politically, to maintain certain perspectives 
and discount others, particularly through the role of discourse. Accordingly, attention is 
paid to language in the research design and analysis in this thesis. Dominant discourses 
constrain and at same time enable specific ways of speaking, writing or thinking in 
certain historical limits, and so shape the meaning attributed to an event or experience 
(Fook, 2002a, p. 91). They are powerful because they direct choices and often remain 
unquestioned. Discourses often establish binary categories, such as good 
supervision/bad supervision or good educator/bad educator (Fook, 2012). Alternatively, 
postmodernism contends that there are a multitude of discourses, or a multitude of 
legitimate ways to see and know our world, and power is understood to be exercised 
through control over these discourses. Postmodernism perceives power as something 
which is exercised through control of discourse, rather than something which resides 
exclusively in social structure or something which is possessed (Morley, 2008, p. 416). 
Paralleling this, postmodernism problematises binary oppositional and dichotomous 
categories (Morley, 2008, p. 416). Accordingly, this thesis does not seek to identify 
‘good’ or ‘bad’ supervision or education, but to understand the process of co-production 
undertaken between social actors (Field Educators and students). 
The research design and analysis used in this thesis seeks to ‘deconstruct’ 
dominant discourses at play in social work practice, supervision and education. 
Deconstruction seeks to problematise discourse and the language used to convey this; 
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linking discourses to power and to the social structures which uphold such perspectives 
(Payne, 2014). It does this by problematising the binaries which have been presented 
unquestioned. To do this, deconstruction focuses on language to identify binary thinking 
and unearth the hidden assumptions on which this rests (Brookfield, 2009). This 
analysis can reveal how discourse both shapes and re-enacts power relationships, by 
revealing the construction lying behind these and how these power relations are 
maintained through selective knowledges. Importantly for this thesis, such 
understandings render knowledge tentative and revisable. 
Morley (2004) argued that critical postmodernism encourages social workers to 
recognise the importance of context and interpretation in constructing meaning. It also 
highlights how the creation of knowledge is mediated by cultural, political, social and 
gendered assumptions. Fook and Gardner (2007) incorporated this in the theoretical 
framework they used in developing their understanding of critical reflection—a process 
for unearthing and critiquing the assumptions on which social meanings are constructed 
and shared. 
Deconstructing discourses at play offers the possibility of resistance, by 
questioning the underlying assumptions on which the social work is constructed, 
particularly through critical reflection (Brookfield, 2009; Clare, 2007; Fook & 
Askeland, 2007). Stepney (2009) argued that critical social work is intentional, not 
haphazard in its approach; it is placed within an analysis of social relationships and 
moves towards greater freedom (Payne, 2014). Allan (2003) captured this by referring 
not to ‘intervening’ but to ‘working with’ discourses to unpack the assumptions which 
sustain these. 
In keeping with the critical postmodern perspective, this thesis rejects linear 
thinking in relation to professional problem solving and knowledge building, which is 
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most evident in the ‘toolkit’ or ‘model’ approach to social work education and student 
learning (Papell & Shkolnik, 1992). It argues instead that each professional encounter is 
unique. For this reason, this thesis is exploratory; it pays attention to the interaction 
between individual Field Educators and students—how they negotiate knowledge 
building and power. This is reflected in the methodological choice of case studies of 
specific supervision sessions, which allows for an in-depth consideration of this 
interaction. 
Critical postmodernism problematises the concept of ‘theory’ itself, viewing it 
as socially constructed and contextualised in a particular encounter (Fook & Gardner, 
2007), rather than as self-evident, fixed, unitary, total or acontextual. Critical 
postmodernism perceives the linking theories and practices as stemming from the 
attempt to adopt processes from the physical sciences for social relationships. This 
thesis rejects such a binary construction of theory and practice. It views theory and 
practice as inherently connected rather than as isolated concepts which may or may not 
be connected in practice. Linking theory and practice is not a difficulty to be solved, but 
rather a process to be explored, giving rise to new understandings. Linking from this 
perspective becomes a matter of revealing the connection, not creating it. 
Theories vary with those engaged in developing them. When considering the use 
of theories for social work practices, the perspective in this thesis is to view theory as a 
conceptual perspective used to understand and talk about a social behaviour (Payne, 
2014). The lens adopted recognises that in social work practice, theory is one form of a 
number of knowledges used in social work practice (Osmond, 2005), and that there are 
many practices in the profession (AASW, 2012a). The research design reflects an 
intention to pay attention to how theory is developed in a specific situation. 
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The influence of critical postmodernism is evident in the research design, the 
choice of case study method and the positioning of context in this process. It encourages 
the researcher to recognise the importance of context and interpretation in constructing 
meaning. Critical postmodernism also highlights how the creation of knowledge is 
mediated by cultural, political, social and gendered assumptions. The contribution of 
these ‘critical’ elements is vital for social work, a profession concerned with social 
justice and social change. 
1.9 Locating the Researcher and Study 
From the beginning of the research process at the centre of this thesis, the 
researcher was cognisant of the potential tension between the decision to adopt a 
postmodern lens and the modernist history of social work as an emancipatory 
profession. The researcher came to this research question as a consequence not only of 
her theoretical perspective, but also of a convergence between the priorities of her 
profession and the dominant discourses in this. Ultimately, this surfaced because of her 
prolonged engagement with social work and social work education. She graduated in 
1971, later completing a Master of Social Work and a Certificate in Supervision. She 
worked as a practitioner in community work, in drug and alcohol programmes, in 
methadone policy and in policy development in the then Department of Juvenile Justice 
and the Department of Corrective Services in New South Wales, Australia. While in 
these positions, she acted as a Field Educator for students from two universities. 
Subsequently, she worked for 13 years as a casual tutor, Field Educator and field 
education liaison person for these same universities. The field liaison role is allocated 
by a university and involves liaising with the Field Educator and the student for the 
duration of the placement, including undertaking the mid-placement assessment. The 
researcher continues to teach and to undertake student supervision. 
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As a consequence of this work, she encountered uncertainties surrounding the 
question of assisting students to explore the relationship between theoretical 
knowledges and practice from different perspectives. She saw and experienced first-
hand the anxiety aroused by the question of how students connected theory and practice. 
Yet students did learn this. When the opportunity arose, it seemed a valuable question to 
explore. Rather than doing so simply at the level of discussion with peers, it seemed that 
undertaking research at the academic level would make the findings more robust, 
communicable and open to peer review. 
1.10 Methodological Design 
Rather than setting out to search for references to particular theories or an 
evaluation of the use of theories in a supervision session the research was designed to 
explore how Field Educators taught students in supervision to integrate theory and 
practice – to enquire about what happened, with no expectations of how this might 
happen. It studied the theoretical content which emerged, the processes used and the 
influence of context on the content and processes identified. Theory was defined as a 
generalised set of ideas which describes and explains our knowledge of the world 
around us in an organised way (Payne, 2014, emphasis added) and embraces a wide 
range of theories as discussed in chapters 2 and 3. The design was based on qualitative 
methodology and used a case study method to examine the Field Educator’s actual, as 
distinct from espoused, teaching practices. The researcher sought to approach the study 
with no preconceived assumptions about how Field Educators should teach the 
integration of theory and practice. The participants were six social workers who had 
supervised students at least three times, and at the time of the study, had on placement a 
student who was willing to participate. A single supervision session between the Field 
Educator and the student was analysed as a case study of practice. Three collections of 
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data were made: a video recording of the supervision session between Field Educator 
and student; an in-depth review with each Field Educator, using the video recording as a 
stimulus to identify processes being used, the reasoning behind these and the underlying 
assumptions and tacit knowledge contained in the session; and observational memos 
written by the researcher during the research. Data were analysed iteratively, both 
within each case study and across the six cases. The study received ethical approval 
from the University of Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) (approval 
number 14102). The ethical considerations are detailed in Chapter 4, on methodology. 
1.11 Thesis Outline 
Chapter 1 introduces the research topic of student supervision in Australia. It 
discusses the research question in light of social work education, the history of the issue 
and various explanations, and concludes by outlining the research to follow. This 
includes the researcher’s theoretical perspective, the research methodology employed, 
the findings and finally, the structure of the thesis to follow. 
Chapters 2 and 3 comprise the literature review, and follow the education 
process by considering the literature first on the content and processes of the largely 
theoretical material available for university education and then that of field education. 
Chapter 2 evaluates social work education as outlined in the AASW ASWEAS in the 
universities and considers what is written in the literature about assisting students to 
explore the relationship between theoretical knowledges and practices. 
Chapter 3 discusses existing literature on field education—what is known about 
ways of assisting students to explore the relationship between theoretical knowledges 
and practices, noting that the theoretical material taught in universities and the practical 
work of the field are often viewed as two separate worlds. 
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Chapter 4 discusses the methodological approach adopted in this thesis. It 
outlines the design of the research, and discusses the ethical issues addressed and the 
implementation process followed, elaborating on the fit between the research question 
and the methodology adopted. 
Chapter 5 outlines the researcher’s key findings about each Field Educator, 
addressing the question raised in the research in the context of each case. These findings 
include those pertaining to the content and processes used to develop the theoretical 
concepts which emerged in the supervision session. 
Chapter 6 looks across the cases to discuss the three principal themes identified 
as common to the six case studies: the importance of the relationship between Field 
Educator and student, the engagement of the student in the co-production of theoretical 
concepts and the need for Field Educators to hold the objectives of field education in 
constructive tension in the supervision session. The chapter is subdivided into three 
sections, to discuss each theme in light of the literature and tensions in the social work 
profession. These tensions include the strain between the origins of social work as a 
modernist profession and the later emergence of a range of perspectives about theories 
and practices in the postmodern period, the desire for certainty in a period of marked 
change, questions regarding how to shape ways of working with ‘the individual in 
society’ and finally, issues of power and control underlying responses to these tensions 
in an activity which involves the co-production of education and learning. 
Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by considering the limitations of the research and 
some implications for social work educators. The chapter summarises the thesis. 
1.12 Summary 
This chapter introduced the topic of the research—how Field Educators work 
with students to integrate theory and practice in field education. It noted the parameters 
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and educational objectives of accredited social work programmes, the context of the 
research, the methodology and the findings of the research. The following two chapters 
review the existing research and literature relevant to the research question, with 
Chapter 2 considering the literature on theories and practices available to educators in 
universities and Chapter 3 reviewing the literature on field education. The structure of 
these chapters also reflects what Clapton et al., (2008) described as the labelling of the 
university and the field as ‘separate worlds’. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review: Social Work Education 
2.1 Introduction 
Chapter 1 introduced the research topic of this thesis—how Field Educators 
work with students to integrate theory and practice in field education. It noted the 
parameters and educational objectives of accredited social work programmes, the 
context of the research, the methodology and the findings of the research, and 
concluded with an outline of the thesis to follow. The thesis now turns to the literature 
review, which is divided into two chapters. Chapter 2 considers the extensive literature 
on social work theories and practices available to social work educators, while Chapter 
3 reviews the literature on field education. The literature review commences from 1940, 
the time when social work education began moving into universities in Australia.  
This literature review identified three themes in the material available for social 
work education. The first theme addressed the scope and contested nature of the 
material taught, and discussed the challenge raised by postmodern critiques to the 
modernist techno-rationalist approach prevalent when social work became an academic 
discipline in Australia. It notes that the integration of theory and practice involves the 
linking of two aspects of social work education which are located in different spaces—
the theoretical knowledges, which are taught primarily in the world of the universities, 
and the practice experiences, which take place in a very different environment, in the 
field. The second theme discusses how these understandings tend to fragment over their 
underlying epistemologies and notes how perspectives influence the way links between 
theories and practices are understood. The third theme considers the need to 
contextualise theories for the social work profession. The chapter concludes by 
discussing the implications of these debates for teaching social work field education. 
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2.2 The Scope and Contested Nature of Theoretical Material 
The materials available to educators on exploring the integration of theory and 
practice in social work are extensive. This scope is pertinent not only because it is 
accessible, but because the AASW, in the ASWEAS, takes the position that the context 
of social work practice is complex and constantly changing. It recognises that social 
work operates at the interface between people and their social, cultural, spiritual and 
physical environments (AASW, 2012a, p. 9). Within this perspective, the ASWEAS 
document leaves social work educators considerable leeway in what theoretical material 
they incorporate into their teaching. 
While allowing leeway, the AASW specifies that social work education should 
result in students acquiring the ability to articulate how to integrate knowledge and 
practice to enable contribution to further knowledge development, taking the position 
that ‘contemporary pedagogical knowledge and the associated processes of learning are 
requirements for developing core attributes and for building students’ commitment to, 
and an identity with, professional social work’ (AASW, 2012a, p. 13). It then goes on to 
aver that because of the amount of content [available] and the desire for processes to 
develop critically reflective practitioners ‘the standards strive for the appropriate 
balance’ (AASW, 2012a, p. 9). 
Social work as a profession has been eclectic in its engagement with theory, 
drawing on other disciplines as well as developing specific social work practice 
theories. As Healy (2005) noted, it is heavily reliant on received ideas, especially from 
the human sciences (p. 47). While initially, modernist theories influenced social work, 
particularly theories derived from sociology and psychology, Walker (2001) pointed to 
a range of theories being available in the literature by the 1970s. Over time, theories 
developed initially in disciplines such as psychology and sociology were extended to 
 32 
incorporate some consideration of the macro-structures of society as they began to take 
account of oppression, producing a series of critiques including Marxism, feminism and 
anti-racism (Healy, 2005). But these remained essentially modernist in their underlying 
assumptions. Samson (2014) claimed that from the time social work was a fledgling 
profession, linkages to science have been made. In 1959, Wooton (as cited in Walker, 
2001) stated that social work theorists were making omniscient claims about casework 
at that time. From this, Walker (2001) concluded that the challenges to positivism 
reaches further back than is often acknowledged (p. 30). Modernist theory is but one 
approach to understanding social theories. Postmodern perspectives have added 
considerably to the range of theories available to social work educators. 
The ‘post’ critiques of modernist theorising began to emerge about the middle of 
the last century, as a position of reflexivity developed in the social work profession 
which problematised existing theoretical understandings. This critique was embodied in 
perspectives such as postmodernist, poststructuralist and critical perspectives. Rather 
than offering alternative theories, these ‘post’ perspectives reviewed the initial body of 
theory and highlighted a level of complexity about theory development and its links to 
practices which were considered missing from modernist understandings. Each of these 
has its own strengths and limitations; by definition, none claims to offer a complete 
explanation of social phenomenon (Pease, 2003). 
These perspectives have been introduced into social work over time. Walker 
(2001), in his introduction to the emergence of postmodern thought into social work, 
noted the growing influence of postmodernism in social work policy and practice (p. 
29). Sheppard and Charles (2015) considered that the importance of critical thinking in 
practice reflects its wide and growing presence in social work literature (including the 
AASW literature), particularly at the theoretical level (p. 1840). 
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Payne (2014) suggested that rather than pursuing the competitive path to prove 
one theory better than another, it would be more useful to deconstruct and assess which 
is more useful in a particular situation. He regarded postmodernism as offering a useful 
way to do this. In the fourth edition of his book Modern Social Work Theory (Payne, 
2014), written from a social constructionist perspective, he discusses the special 
contribution of each of 14 different social work theories, covering, inter alia, 
psychodynamic theories, crisis and task-centred practice, systems and ecological 
practice, critical practice and feminist practice. Davies (2013) included 24 theories 
which he called social work’s theory base. This indicates that educators have many 
options available when seeking to educate students about integrating theory and 
practice. 
Howe (2013) reiterated Gidden’s 1987 claim that theories for social work spiral 
in and out of fashion, with shifts representing different story lines at different times. 
Key, ongoing debates in social work scholarship relate to the ontological and 
epistemological nature of theory—what has become known as the 
modernist/postmodern debate. 
2.3 The Epistemologies of Theoretical Perspectives 
Modernist theories are techno-rationalist, located in a positivist framework. 
Theory is regarded as an abstract to be discovered, and as standing outside context. 
Modernist views of theory regard it as objective (yielding the same results regardless of 
who carried out the research, as long as the same variables are held constant) and 
generalisable (applicable to all similar populations irrespective of the details of a 
situation). Such understandings are blind to indigenous knowledges, gender difference 
and cultural and structural issues. In modernist views of theories, theory and practice are 
spoken of in the singular and are held to be binary—disconnected and hierarchised, 
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privileging theory over practice. The claim to universality also made such theories 
acontextual. Power lies in theory making. It was the preserve of some rather than all, 
and handed on to practitioners in a linear fashion, to be integrated into practice. 
Proponents of modernist theories sought to identify ‘the laws’ which explain 
human behaviour (Howe, 1994) (theory being referred to in the singular and so reified). 
They sought the grand narrative which would explain social phenomenon in the same 
way that the physical sciences seek to do. Thyer (2008) claimed that logical positivists 
believe that ‘all laws of nature’, including the complexities of human beings, are 
‘logical consequences of the physical laws’ (p. 340). 
Within this modernist perspective, the connection between theory and practice is 
viewed as largely normative. Theory and practice are to be ‘integrated’, implying 
making a new product from theory and practice and an activity which by definition may 
or may not be undertaken in practice. Such an understanding of theory has led to the 
perception of ‘the gap’ between ‘theory/practice’. It overlooks the range of theories 
available, discounts the question of what theory and which practice is to be connected 
and has the potential to give rise to multiple contradictions in the ways these 
connections are promoted. The task of making the connection in practice is left to 
others. 
The literature on integration emerged in the 1920s, when logical positivism was 
advocated by leaders in social work. Practitioners have generally resisted positivism 
(Carew, 1987, p. 5). Much of the discussion about integrating theory and practice has 
been conceptual; developed less by practitioners and more by those working in 
universities (Heron & Murray, 2004). This predilection can be seen in any referenced 
journal, by scanning the institutions in which authors are based. 
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Until about 30 years ago, the research into integrating theory and practice 
focused mostly on answering the closed question, did practitioners use theories in 
practice? Little literature was available on how to assist practitioners to do this. Carew 
(1979) drew attention to the fact that while frequent exhortations were made that theory 
‘should’ be used, this seemed to constitute a problem for practitioners. Carew (1987) 
suggested that perhaps researchers should go into the field to explore what social work 
practitioners were doing. Osmond and O’Connor (2006) found that practitioners were 
still struggling to locate theories in their work. 
The post perspectives question a number of the elements involved in integrating 
theory and practice, resulting in a body of literature critiquing this expression of 
integrating theory and practice. In contrast to modernist approaches, postmodernist 
perspectives see theories and practices as inherently connected (Fook & Gardner, 2007), 
which, in the view of Hindmarsh (1993), makes the concept of integrating them 
‘nonsense’. Understanding the connection becomes a matter of looking to see not if this 
relationship is being developed, but rather, of exploring how it is occurring. From this 
perspective, understanding the connection becomes a matter not of actively creating it, 
but of revealing how it is occurring, of disclosing what is already there. It draws 
attention to process. 
The post perspectives on theory making regarded it as a personal construction, 
implying all practitioners are theory makers. Where once the struggle was viewed as 
being between theories, now the focus has shifted to seeing theory making as powerful, 
and the discussion about how theories and practices are linked as part of a struggle to 
maintain certain viewpoints as dominant. Such domination is thought to be a way of 
controlling social arrangements, especially through the use of binaries in the language, 
which, by definition, restrict alternative understandings and promote the development of 
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hegemonic thinking. Important philosophical differences lie behind how the relationship 
between theories and practices is viewed—whether theories are ‘applied’ to practice, as 
in some models, or whether they are discovered from practice, as in postmodern 
perspectives. 
The post critiques reveal that these different understandings of theories and their 
links to practice are derived from different paradigms operating in the social sciences 
about what constitutes knowledge, how it is developed and by whom, and whether in 
fact there is one knowledge about a topic or many knowledges. These differences are 
based on sets of assumptions which, by definition, cannot be proven. One set of 
assumptions gives rise to the positivist view, which holds that knowledge is an objective 
phenomenon to be revealed through research and built into theory. The differences are 
sometimes seen in discussion about social work as an art or a science. Modernism is 
closely allied to scientific and deductive reasoning. Post perspectives see social 
knowledge as a social construction between people, built inductively from each 
encounter. Many of the difficulties encountered in bridging the academic and 
practitioner arenas are the result of cognitive differences between two worlds of 
attitudinal and affective  differences. Kondrat (1992, p. 248) considered that academics 
and practitioners adopt different ways of communicating, and that each had a 
functionally different relationship to the practice arena. 
Pease (1993), seeking to explain the gap between theory and practice, cited little 
evidence of use of theory—evaluating positivist and interpretivist explanations, he 
concluded each is lacking, and advocated a critical perspective which notes the context 
of practice, as this influences how practitioners work. Montaño (2012) added that the 
challenges evolving from the modernism instrumental–operational construction of 
integration have led to a fragmentation of knowledges both from within and into 
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disciplines, and between theories and practices, explaining the perceived ‘gap’ between 
theory and practice and the assumption that theories and practices needed to be 
integrated. Hicks (2016) suggested that the differences in how theories and their links to 
practice are understood are related to epistemology and ontological differences (p. 3). 
By definition, these paradigms are theoretical constructs. It is unlikely that any educator 
holds totally to one or the other, but any theoretical position has echoes of these 
underpinning them. Postmodernist perspectives challenge any binary construction, 
seeking to explore the tension between the two extremes. 
Overall, the developments of the post period have thrown the existing theoretical 
knowledge base for social work into debate, leading to a proliferation of information 
about theories and their use in social work practice. Theory is viewed as a social 
construction, so that everyone can be regarded as a theory maker and proponents of 
these perspectives acknowledge many knowledges. The views of the post perspectives 
and the links between theories and practices have drawn attention to three points: the 
context in which such knowledges are developed; the language and processes used, 
particularly in a value-based profession such as social work, which seeks to educate 
emancipatory practitioners and the need for self-awareness about what theories they are 
actually using, as distinct to the theories they may espouse. This has led to differing 
opinions about how the connections between theories and practices occur, and in turn, 
how to address this issue in education for social work practice. 
2.4 Contextualising Theories for Social Work Practice 
In evaluating the connections between theories and practices, post perspectives 
draw attention to context. Theories are viewed not as a product to be handed from one 
to another, but as a process to be developed in construction with others, and so, need to 
be located in the particular social interaction. The use of theory is anchored in 
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practice—the site where knowledge is developed in a social exchange with others. 
Accordingly, theories for social work practice are less about particular bodies of theory 
and more about how to use theory in a specific situation, as endorsed by Payne (2014). 
Theories for social work practice need to be contextualised at a number of levels. As 
Healy (2005) noted, social workers are guided by their practice purpose, which varies 
considerably across institutional contexts and practice situations (p. 1). 
The development of postmodern critical theorists has drawn attention to a 
number of considerations—the need to contextualise theories for practice, the language 
being used, self-awareness and deconstruction. 
The process of contextualising theory includes the need to locate theories in the 
structural context of practice—a context which is becoming more oppositional to social 
work practice and more controlling of it (Fawcett & Hanlon, 2009). Social workers 
stand at the intersection of competing powers. Napier and Fook (2000) viewed the 
changing contexts of practice in which practitioners are located as developing more 
control over the profession. Social workers are often employed by powerful interests, 
which may stand in opposition to the profession’s emancipatory objectives (Morley, 
2014). Morley (2004), writing of Australian social work, endorsed this position, stating 
that there was a need to overcome entrenched power dynamics and structural barriers, 
which she sees as encroaching further with globalised markets and exacerbating 
capitalist patriarchy and colour (p. 297). Dominant discourses are often tied to use of 
binary thinking, couched as opposites (Fook, 2012). They are powerful because they 
direct choices and often remain unquestioned. As Staempfli, Adshead, and Fletcher 
(2015) pointed out, barriers to critical consciousness include the influence of mass 
media and the entertainment industry, anxiety around critical thinking and conformist 
social values; such influences are prevalent in Australian society today. For these 
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reasons, practitioners need to develop a critical edge to their practice—one which not 
only reviews existing policies and practices, but which may provide some distance from 
the knowledges available and offer the capacity to critique these against the objectives 
of the profession. Critical reflection constitutes one such approach for doing this. 
As theory making is viewed as a process which occurs between people, it draws 
attention to language. This perspective considers that social reality can be known only 
through language (Featherstone & Fawcett, 1995), which is regarded not as fixed but as 
contextual and saturated with cultural meaning. Meaning needs to be located in the 
context from which it is derived, and then interpreted (Howe, 1994, p. 521). Language 
is viewed as performative and powerful (Featherstone & Fawcett, 1995, p. 44); central 
and constitutive (Healy, 2000). 
Power lies in questioning (Fook, 2002a). As language is regarded as the site for 
constructing the links between theories and practices, the language employed reveals the 
theory it represents, exposed through deconstructing (Fook, 2002a). In deconstruction, 
the analysis seeks to disclose underlying assumptions and constructions of the objects of 
such language, to reveal the discourse, which Fook (2002a) cited Foucault as 
‘describing as whatever constrains and at same time which enables specific ways of 
speaking, writing, thinking within certain historical limits and so which shapes the 
meaning attributed to an event or experience’ (p. 91). 
As educators who are asked to assist students to link theories and practices are 
both products and producers of knowledges in a social context committed to working 
with service users, being aware of the theories they are using calls for a high degree of 
self-awareness. In the post perspectives, self-awareness takes on an additional 
dimension to earlier understandings. It considers not only what theories a practitioner 
may be using in contrast to those espoused (Schön, 1991), but looks to where these 
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theories may derive from and how they fit with social work values, especially of justice 
and emancipation. 
This contribution of the post perspectives shifts the perception of theories and 
practices from two separate activities to be joined in some manner, to that of a pre-
existing connection to be discovered. Attention is drawn to the process being used, 
rather than attempting to define it in modernist terms, as an unquestioned given. Gray 
(1995) noted that postmodernist critiques are claimed to have freed social work from the 
dogma of the past. 
2.5 Implications for Social Work Education 
Post critiques have contributed to an increase in the complexity of theories 
available for teaching and practice. They have opened up the discussion on how theories 
are developed, offering alternative ways of understanding the links between theories and 
practices. These critiques have added a number of considerations for social work 
educators, including the issue of standards as measures of achievement in the face of the 
postmodern critique of modernist certainty and the need to adopt a critical stance 
towards knowledge making. How the challenge is met depends to some extent on the 
professional bodies in different countries, and the emphasis each places on these. In the 
face of such proliferation of theories, some countries have adopted particular emphases. 
Kreisberg and Marsh (2016), reviewing the types of knowledge social work 
readers and writers considered most important, found that the majority of European 
articles concern the profession of social work itself or theory, while the US articles 
report widely on populations, research and intervention effectiveness. They also found 
that the majority of articles in Europe are non-research articles, whereas the majority of 
articles in the US are research articles. The US, through their professional association, 
has emphasised incorporating evidence and competencies (Bellamy et al., 2013). 
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Gursansky, Quinn, and Le Sueur (2010, p. 3) argued that the techno-rational approaches 
are remerging in Australia and the UK, driven by the search for evidence and by the 
demands of the market, the AASW has taken a different path, emphasising critical 
thinking and reflective practice and standards rather than competencies. 
Bay (2011) argued that critical analysis is more important than ever in 
contemporary managerialist and technocratic society, but at the same time, often 
structured to render social processes immune from analysis. Newman and McNamara 
(2016) reinforced this position, stating that in public sector social work, neoliberalism 
has the potential to undermine the skills and confidence of social workers through 
managerialism, a powerful discourse which emphasises outcomes and value for money, 
at the expense of process and genuine progress (p. 249). In this way, social work goals 
may be replaced by economic considerations rather than those of social justice. The 
discourse underlying the position discussed by Newman and McNamara may then be 
revealed as such displacement by critical reflection 
2.6 ‘Practicing’ Theory in Social Work 
The scope of the knowledge and theoretical perspectives which have emerged in 
recent years has presented challenges for practitioners and educationalists. There have 
been various responses to this challenge. Four broad practice responses have been 
advocated for the profession: the evidence-based approach, which seeks to replace the 
uncertainty generated by the post critiques with research evidence; social work practice 
theories, which are designed specifically for social work practice; practice wisdom and 
critical reflection endeavours, to bring together reflective practice; and radical social 
work (Fook, 2002b; Pease, 2003). Practitioners’ responses have reflected a mixture of 
these practices. 
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Evidence-based practice (EBP) seeks to incorporate evidence into practice, 
displacing theory from focus. EBP strives to provide the best practice for clients, based 
on careful consideration of the most telling research evidence (Tierney, 2001), working 
in a defined step-by-step process with clients (Gambrill, 1999). Howe (2009) suggested 
it is a limited paradigm, which may be less useful in the majority of social work cases, 
which become more complex as ‘thresholds’ for intervention increase (Newman & 
McNamara, 2016). EBP has a number of limitations which raise echoes of the ongoing 
debate about the role of science in social work, and is viewed as being strongly 
influenced by its roots in logical positivism from the 1920s (Gray, Plath, & Webb, 
2009), which appears to reflect social work’s scientific aspirations as a modernist 
project (Gray & McDonald, 2006). This is not mentioned by the AASW. However, to 
date, the majority of discourse on teaching evidence-based social work has focused on 
debate over what constitutes ‘evidence’ (Howard, Allen, & Ruffolo, 2007) and a 
professional cultural shift towards EBP (Howard, McMillen, & Pollio, 2003; Soydan, 
2012). 
2.7 Social Work Practice Theories 
Some social workers have responded to the proliferation of theories by 
developing theories for practice by ‘transforming ideas from service discourses for 
practice in specific service contexts’ (Healy, 2005, p. 93). Practice theories are derived 
from practice, not imported from other disciplines. Healy (2005) pointed out that social 
workers often practice in situations where one of three dominant discourses operates: 
biomedicine, neoclassical economics or law. Such discourses shape how service users’ 
needs are constituted, how people think and how agencies function (Healy, 2005, p. 17). 
These theories are numerous, as has been shown. Social Work practice also involves 
making the links between the issues (raised by individuals, groups or communities), 
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policies or research and the broader structural issues, which construct the context in 
which these issues occur. 
One such theory is social constructionism, which emphasises process and 
plurality of both knowledge and voice. The relationship between service user and social 
worker and the relational quality of knowledge are held as very important (Parton & 
O’Byrne, 2000). Understandings and interventions are regarded as constructed between 
people on the basis of shared cultural meanings (Parton & O’Byrne, 2000). This 
understanding is negotiated between talker and listener (Parton & O’Byrne, 2000, p. 
13), implying these understandings are the outcomes of relationships, socially, 
culturally and historically situated. 
Using this approach in social work involves building with a service user a 
common understanding and solution to a problem whose definition is regarded not as 
fixed but as able to be linked to the social context and structural arrangements of a 
society. Copeland et al., (2011) suggested that social constructionism incorporates the 
view that language shapes rather than reflects what we take as reality, and allows an 
appreciation of the ways in which language can be used politically to maintain certain 
perspectives and discount others. This suggests reflection on such knowledges may also 
be important in social work practice. A theory such as this accommodates the range and 
the complexities of social work practice well, but lacks the reasoned reflective thinking 
which is focused on deciding what to believe and do (Plath, English, Connors, & 
Beveridge, 1999, citing Ennis, 1991, p. 208). 
Critical social work is another perspective which shares a postmodern approach. 
Morley, Macfarlane, and Ablett (2014) viewed it as a perspective which challenges the 
harmful divisions, unequal power relationships, injustices and disadvantage which 
characterise our society (p. 2). The personal and structural aspects of social relationships 
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are viewed as interconnected through language, implying a practitioner can start their 
analysis from either the personal or the structural, moving between the two. Two 
sources of power—personal and structural—are recognised, and these do not have to be 
polarised or binary (Ruch, 2009). However, as Askeland and Fook (2009) pointed out, it 
is possible to think critically without being reflexive, and indeed, the reverse is also 
true. They seek to bring these two dimensions of reflection—reflexivity and 
criticality—together in the construct of critical reflection. 
The challenge of post theories is the risk that they jettison all knowledges from 
the past, pointing to the perennial debate about the place of science and art in social 
work practice. Bent-Goodley (2015) argued that to continue to be relevant, social work 
must embrace both the art and science of practice. She defined science as ‘the 
intellectual and practical activity encompassing the systematic study of the structure and 
behaviour of the physical and natural world through observation and experiment’ (Bent-
Goodley, 2015, p. 189). Thus, the art of social work practice is an outgrowth of one’s 
creative thinking, lived experiences and exposure to knowledge. Cheung (2015) viewed 
practice wisdom—the wisdom of analytical experience—as one way for practitioners to 
negotiate between this apparent binary. 
2.8 Practice Wisdom 
Noble (2001) discussed the value in reclaiming a place for practice wisdom in 
social work, in a way consistent with requirements of practice, critical, accountable and 
knowledge based. O’Sullivan (2005) defined this as the ability to base sound 
judgements on deep understanding under conditions of uncertainty, and explored how 
practice wisdom works—not based on research but on reasoned, referenced argument—
implying the need for critical reflection to bring the knowledges and theories employed 
under critical control and transformation. Thompson and West (2013) suggested that the 
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concept of practice wisdom is a useful focus for integrating these different aspects of 
informed practice and for focusing educational programmes for social work. As practice 
wisdom is more about process than possessed characteristics, there are important 
motivational and value-based considerations in developing wise practitioners. Samson 
(2014) viewed this as one way of bridging the gap between practice and theory, which 
he argued has existed since the profession emerged. 
The AASW ASWEAS document (AASW, 2012a) discussed social work 
education developing critical and reflective practitioners and fostering qualities of 
reflectivity and criticality in students, although these terms are not defined. It allowed 
universities discretion in moulding their curricula while establishing standards for 
assessment. 
Education programmes in Australia bring a range of theories together in their 
curricula and link these to practice in various ways. Promotional and other documents 
from various universities suggest a diversity of approaches by universities, with some 
drawing theories together in a series of topics, and others using a more integrated 
approach of issues-based learning or problem-based learning, seeking to bring the 
education process closer to that of practice experiences. The University of New South 
Wales (2016) BSW Honours degree includes studies in the areas of social work 
practice, social and behavioural sciences and contextual studies. The programme 
includes a number of courses aimed at the development of research skills, including 
research design and methodology, and every student completes a piece of independent 
or directed research or a professional practice portfolio as part of the Honours 
requirement 
(http://www.handbook.unsw.edu.au/undergraduate/programs/2016/4033.html.  The 
University of Western Sydney (2016) described their degree as informed by a ‘critical 
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perspective’, covering the key skill areas of casework, group work, community work, 
research and policy, and drawing on knowledge from psychology, sociology and 
political science 
(http://www.handbook.westernsydney.edu.au/hbook/course.aspx?course=1666.4). 
Two other universities seek to draw theories more closely together through a 
common structure, via problem-based learning at Newcastle University (Gibbons & 
Gray, 2002) and issues-based learning at Sydney University (Irwin & Napier, 2004). 
The latter moved from teaching in the traditional frame of a methods approach to one of 
understanding and responsibility, looking at intrapersonal, interpersonal and social 
dimensions of experience in context (Horsburgh, 2010, p. 35). Each university has their 
own approach, but they hold a range of content in common. 
2.9 Critical Reflection: A Shaping of Reflection and Critical Thinking 
Reflective practice came to public attention through the work of Schön (1983), 
who, in contrast to the conceptual writings on how to link theory and practice, 
undertook research to explore how practitioners actually did this. While not looking 
specifically at social work, he drew attention to a process of reflection-in-action, in 
which practitioners consider their engagement in an activity and continually refine it in 
the light of their reviews. He identified that practitioners used theories not in a techno-
rationalist manner of modernism, but via a process of reflection-in-action, modifying 
their practice as their understanding of a situation took shape. He also noted some 
inconsistencies between the theory espoused by practitioners and that actually employed 
(Schön, 1991). Schön’s work underscored Carew’s (1987) previous suggestion, by 
examining what professionals did in actuality. Schön’s work had a profound influence 
on social work, and has been developed markedly since it was completed. 
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Ruch (2000, p. 100) considered that reflective learning is located in an 
individual and holistic understanding of education process. The concept of reflection 
was taken up in the social work literature, and D’Cruz, Gillingham and Melendez 
(2007) found multiple meanings and variations emerging in the use of this concept. 
Askeland and Fook (2009) described reflection simply as learning from experience, 
with a focus on professional practice, together with recognition of the emotional impact 
of a situation and an endeavour to make meaning of an experience. Wilson (2013) saw 
reflection as a competing paradigm to functionalism and techno-rationalist approaches 
(p. 156), which seeks to identify inconsistencies in practices, to enable a practitioner to 
construct their own meaning of a social phenomenon, and via this process, take critical 
control over more intuitive parts of their expertise (Eraut, 1994). 
Wilson (2013) considered that Schön’s (19837) formulation of the reflective 
practitioner as someone who is self-aware and able to both reflect and prepare for action 
by using a process of self-evaluation and critical analysis as having obvious appeal in 
the field of social work, in which each practice situation is unique and routine formulaic 
prescriptions for intervention and complex decision making will not suffice (p. 156). 
Personal and structural power  are viewed as interconnected through language, 
so a practitioner can start their analysis from either the personal or the structural, 
moving between the two. However, as Askeland and Fook (2009) pointed out, it is 
possible to think critically without being reflexive, and indeed, the reverse is also true. 
They seek to bring these two dimensions of reflection—reflexivity and criticality—
together in the construct of critical reflection. 
Brookfield (2009) argued that the emergence of critical reflection is based on 
three assumptions in what he calls a seemingly open western society: that the current 
social arrangement is a natural state of affairs, and so, inevitable; that a dominant 
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ideology is inherently manipulative; and that ideology consists of a set of values or 
beliefs which are seen as inherently self-evident and morally desirable (p. 299). 
Critical reflection has a diversity of meanings in the literature (Askeland & 
Fook, 2009, p. 289; D’Cruz et al., 2007; Ruch, 2000), but common elements can be 
identified. Fook, who has led the way in Australian education in theorising and 
developing critical reflection (Bay, 2011, p. 746), described critical reflection as a skill, 
as a process for working with uncertainty, to analyse and change practice, and as a 
theoretical approach (Fook & Gardner, 2007); it is used not as an end in itself, but to aid 
service users (p. 7). Fook’s approach uses critical social theory, informed by 
postmodernism and poststructuralism, to make links between personal and structural 
power (Fook & Gardner, 2007). 
Critical reflection has been identified as a useful process for making the link 
between theories and practices more explicit, and as a result, more accessible to the user 
(Noble, 2001, p. 349). Morley (2008, p. 746) argued that it can make the connection 
between theories and practices accessible for critical interrogation and for critiquing 
power relationships at play on various levels in the context of practice. Critical 
reflection upends traditional hierarchies implicit in the modernist view of the 
theory/practice link (D’Cruz et al., 2007, p. 157). It can foster the creation of new and 
alternative knowledges and of knowledge making by practitioners which then becomes 
transferable to different contexts. Teater (2011) described it as a means of linking 
general theory to a specific practice situation. 
Fook (2002c) spoke of critical reflection as a means of questioning how 
knowledge is generated and how such activities are influenced by power relations; to 
compliment formal theories. While it concerns reflection on past action (Morley, 2008), 
it strives to do this from a particular perspective. The aim of critical reflection is to 
 49 
unsettle and change dominant and taken-for-granted thinking and social arrangements 
by questioning power relationships, their operations and underlying assumptions 
(Morley, 2004), and taking a critical stance towards these practices. Emphasis is placed 
on identifying and dissolving binaries (Ruch, 2009), which restrict knowledges and 
limit choices. It aims to uncover the assumptions on which they are based—be they 
implicit, hidden or hegemonic (those assumptions which Brookfield (2009) viewed as 
accepted as being in a person’s best interests, when in fact, they are working against 
them). Critical reflection involves ethical and moral criticism and judgement (Yip, 
2006), and requires the ability to conceptualise and analyse relationships, together with 
a willingness to examine the assumptions underpinning own practice (Savaya & 
Gardner, 2012). 
The skill of critical reflection lies in analysing the language used both to uphold 
arrangements and continue them. This analysis can reveal how discourse both shapes 
and re-enacts power relationships, by revealing the underlying construction. All theories 
are products of a similar social context, and knowledges when expressed are encoded 
and thus performative. Language re-enacts rather than simply describing social 
construction, rendering language the potential site of disruption. Critical reflection does 
not rest with analysis, but moves to agency through a process of reconstruction (Swan, 
2008). The process is described by Fook (2002a) as one of critical deconstruction, 
resistance, challenge and critical reconstruction. Savaya and Gardner (2012, p. 146) 
noted that critical reflection is increasingly employed across the helping professions to 
promote active exploration of practice issues and to improve skills. 
While the literature on the linkages between theory and practice presents an 
expansive picture of contestation and debate, the AASW leaves open the perspectives 
which may be taken on teaching about theories and their connections to practices. 
 50 
Educators hold multiple strands of knowledges and practices with which they seek to 
promote transformative learning in the formation process of professional education 
(Horsburgh, 2010). 
There are a number of areas in which critical reflection can contribute to social 
work education. It can provide students with an opportunity to voice concerns about 
practice (Foote, 2013), to aid them link private concerns and structural problems and to 
ground their learning in specific occurrences. Noble (2001, p. 349) viewed the 
emergence of a critical reflective paradigm in social work education as increasingly 
regarded as an important way of exploring the relationship between theory and practice 
in social work activity. It also assists students to recognise an alternative way of 
developing knowledge and theories (Fook, 2002c). 
Some writers claim that critical reflection has the potential to transform a 
student’s perspective. Transformative learning has been described by Mezirow (2003) 
as learning which transforms problematic frames of reference—sets of fixed 
assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives and mindsets)—to 
render them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective and emotionally able to 
change (p. 58). Boud (1993) considered that critical reflection builds on student 
experiences, and works well within problem-based and holistic approaches to learning. 
Mezirow (2003) added that this process strives to develop autonomous thinking by 
challenging points of view and habitual ways of thinking. Morley (2008) supported this 
position, arguing for the importance of teaching critical reflection as a part of social 
work practice in an increasingly conformist and regressive social context. Brookfield 
(2009) suggested that for transformative learning to occur, educators need to place 
critical reflection at the centre of practitioner development. 
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Students do not enter social work education theory free. They are a product of 
their social context, and their thinking is likely to be influenced by this same context, 
which may at times promote the very inequality, social exclusion and poverty which 
social workers seek to ameliorate. For this reason, students need to learn not only which 
theories they may be using, but also where they have derived their theories from, the 
unacknowledged assumptions which support these theories and how to bring them 
under critical control. Critical reflection has constituted a significant if contested strand 
in teaching and practice of the helping professions. Bay (2011) discussed using critical 
reflection as a way to recognise one’s own and others’ frames of reference, to reveal 
dominant discourses in taken-for-granted views of social issues. 
However, teaching critical reflection poses problems which do not emerge in 
more didactic approaches to education. Much learning is predicated on the student 
demonstrating their understanding of a topic, whereas critical reflection often begins 
from uncertainty or a concern. To foster critical reflection, educators need to provide a 
supportive environment in which to explore mistakes and to manage those aspects of the 
learning situation which hinder reflection or make it unsafe. Because it deals with 
beliefs and not knowing, engaging in critical reflection requires a level of self-exposure 
not customary in the classroom. 
2.10 Summary 
In summary, this chapter discussed the literature available to social work 
educators in universities to teach students about integrating theory and practice. It noted 
how vast and contested this literature is, particularly since the emergence of post 
critiques into social work, and regarding the way the link between theory and practice 
has been traditionally viewed. It noted the different epistemologies underpinning the 
perspectives and drew attention to the need to contextualise theories for social work 
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practice. It concluded with a discussion of the implications for social work education. 
As part of the education process, responsibility for the task of assisting students to link 
this body of knowledge with social work practice is handed to practitioners in the field. 
The thesis now turns to the literature available to Field Educators on teaching students 
to integrate theory and practice in field education. 
  
 53 
Chapter 3: Field Education in Social Work 
3.1 Introduction 
The previous chapter discussed the literature pertaining to key debates in 
relation to teaching on integrating theory and practice in social work education. This 
chapter continues the discussion on the literature available on field education, the next 
stage of social work education, in which the education task is handed to practitioners to 
teach students to integrate the theories and practices learned in university in the context 
of actual practice. Such field education has long been a compulsory requirement of 
social work education in Australia. Chapter 3 reviews the literature on field education 
and its place in teaching students to link theory and practice. It does this by considering 
the requirements of the professional association and the academic component of field 
education, the challenges of integrating theory and practice, the structural challenges to 
the integration process in the place of supervision as a key connecting site and aids to 
assist this process. The chapter concludes by noting whose voices are being heard and 
whose are being lost. 
3.2 Perspectives on Field Education 
Cleak, Hawkins, Laughton, and Williams (2015) stated that, in broad terms, the 
recent literature takes one of two approaches to the shape of field education: the formal 
requirements outlined by professional bodies to ensure that the minimal requirements of 
the placement are met and the extensive literature which covers the nature of the 
learning process, such as supervision, learning styles and the elements which promote 
student learning (p. 51). This they characterise as focusing on the ‘academic’ 
component of field education, which enables the student to relate the theories to the 
practice context (Karlsson, 2010), in contrast to the introduction of a ‘work integrated 
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learning’ model to assess professional competence in placement by several other 
Australian professions. 
In Australia, the formal teaching requirements are set by the professional 
association in the ASWEAS (AASW, 2012a). This document designates field education 
an essential activity, in which Field Educators must be experienced practitioners and 
able to provide formal supervision 1.5 hours per every 35 hours of placement and must 
observe the student’s practice. As part of these requirements, Field Educators are 
expected to ‘assist the integration of theory and practice’ (AASW 2012a, p. 9). The 
central question of this research—how do they do it—is derived from this requirement. 
With regard to the pedagogy of field education, the ASWEAS document 
requires that placements be structured in a way which is educationally viable (so that 
educational goals can be achieved) (p. 3) and that as part of social work education, its 
objective is ‘to assist the integration of theory and practice’ (AASW 2012a, p. 9). It 
further requires that field education subjects demonstrate a developmental approach to 
learning, which complies with the principles for social work education set out in 
ASWEAS 2012 (AASW, 2012a, p. 3). The principles call for the use of adult learning 
principles. These are intended to enable students to become self-directed and goal-
oriented and to foster a commitment to continuing professional education and lifelong 
learning. The document also states that the teaching and assessment of a social work 
programme must integrate and balance knowledge and skills as learning outcomes, 
preparing a student for practice by including skills-based teaching, practice teaching and 
small-group teaching (AASW, 2012a, p. 20). Smith, Cleak, and Vreugdenhil (2015, p. 
516) concluded that, while these cover the essential requirements to which any social 
work field education programme must adhere, they do not provide guidance on the 
specific learning strategies which would enhance professional learning in the field 
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placement. While the requirements for field education have been established by the 
AASW, there remain a number of challenging and sometimes contested areas in 
implementation. The literature on the learning processes of field education has been 
written by many authors, with varying emphasises and much debate. 
The literature on the pedagogy of field education indicates that field education is 
part of a long tradition in social work education (Maidment, 2000); claims about its 
importance are well documented (Irwin & Napier, 2004; Lam, Wong, & Leung, 2007; 
Maidment, 2003; Miller, Kovacs, Wright, Corcoran, & Rosenblum, 2005; Spencer & 
McDonald, 1998). The literature is unequivocal about the importance with which field 
education is regarded (AASW, 2012a; Bogo, Regehr, Hughes, Power, & Globerman, 
2002; Parker, 2007; Slocombe, 1993; Wayne et al., 2010). Bogo (2006) summarised this 
by stating that ‘of all aspects of social work education, field education is credited by 
alumnae and employers as the most significant component in the preparation of social 
work practitioners’ (p. 385). Bogo (2015) added recently that, in comparison to other 
professions’ signature pedagogies, the field is the site where students learn to integrate 
and apply the values, knowledge, complex practices and skills of the profession (p. 
318). 
Field education in Australia occurs predominantly outside the academic 
environment, with tuition usually provided by ‘non-academics’, but with assessment 
conducted by both field-based and university-based assessors (Egan, Waugh, Giles, & 
Bowles, 2017). Bellinger (2010b) argued that quality practice learning environments 
involve a generative process, where practice is not prescribed, but constructed, and 
students are engaged as active contributors and learners, facilitating a dynamic 
connection between academic and practice learning. 
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Much research has been conducted on the different aspects of field education 
(Bogo & McKnight, 2006), including identifying personal qualities which assist or 
hinder practice learning, the use of self (Gordon & Dunworth 2016), building resilience 
in students (Grant, Kinman, & Baker, 2015; Domakin, 2015; Dore, 2016), modelling 
appropriate practice (Cleak & Smith, 2012) and managing anxiety (Maschi, Wells, 
Slater, MacMillan, & Ristow, 2013). Other research has considered power in the 
supervisory relationship (Copeland et al., 2011), students’ preparedness to practice as 
graduates (Yu, Moulding, Buchanan, & Hand, 2016), and older students’ readiness for 
field education and professional identity (Wiles, 2013). This overview appears to 
support Bogo’s (2005) comment that the majority of studies reviewed for the article 
reflected single projects on specific topics, although a few researchers worked in a 
continuous fashion on programmes of research and contributed more in-depth analysis 
and understanding of specific issues (p. 185). A review of the current literature appears 
to bear this out, revealing a wide range of discrete topics, with a few names recurring. 
Other pieces of research have explored students’ experiences of field education. 
Birkenmaier, Wilson, Berg-Weger, Banks, and Hartung (2003) considered that field 
education enables students to bring together the knowledge acquired in the classroom 
with practice. Savaya, Peleg-Oren, Strange, and Geron (2003) regarded field education 
as a student’s chance to develop a curious and critical approach to theory and practice. 
In Australian research, Lewis and Bolzan (2007) showed that students value field 
education, but find it challenging as they encounter the demands of practice in a 
neoliberal context. As an essential component of the social work degree in Australia, 
placement is often a student’s first experience of what social work practice actually ‘is’. 
Students are known to learn in stages (Papell & Shkolnik, 1992), and this 
learning is not complete on graduation. O’Connor and Dalgleish (1986) showed that, in 
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their practice, students shifted from the use of context-free rules to a more judicious use 
of procedures in a particular organisational culture, including incorporating more 
structural explanations of social issues into practice (Agllias, 2010; Fook, Ryan, & 
Hawkins, 1997) and using reflective practice (Agllias, 2010). Students’ learning 
continues after completing formal study (Cameron, 2003). 
In research into preparation for practice programmes, students value experiences 
which enhance their capacity to link previous learning to practice and the understanding 
of social work tasks and roles. But to be able to make use of this preparation, Walton 
(2005) found that Field Educators need to be told about their preparation. In learning for 
practice module, O’Connor, Cecil, and Boudion (2009) found that students appreciated 
learning about the nature of social work, practitioners’ knowledge and skills and using 
e-learning as virtual placement; they welcomed the opportunity to shadow and to 
observe practitioners and valued having time to talk reflectively about their experiences 
and in depth about their practice, exploring theoretical approaches as an aid to their 
learning. They also valued learning more on how theory underpins practice. However, 
these ratings of student satisfaction are subjective and are not linked to Field Educators’ 
assessment. Students in Australia expressed concerns about managing contextual issues 
in organisations and about their educational preparation (Lewis & Bolzan, 2007). 
Rehn and Kalman (2016), researching social work students’ reflections on 
challenges during field education, found that while no particular situations were 
consistently identified as problematic, two common themes arose—the experiences of 
being overwhelmed by emotions and of having too much latitude in the interpretation of 
principles and guidelines. The reverse was found to engender security with the 
professional role. 
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3.3 The Challenges of Integrating Theory and Practice 
While field education is highly valued, the history of the literature shows that 
learning to integrate theory and practice—the focus of this thesis—is consistently 
challenging for students. Eisenberg, Heycox and Hughes (1996) discussed general 
disquiet about supervision. Ryan and Martyn (1997) voiced tensions between social 
work education and practice. Fernandez (1998) identified an important gap between 
teaching in field education and student needs. Maidment (2003) stated that students 
spoke of feeling stressed regarding the lack of integration of theory and practice. 
Lewis and Bolzan (2007) argued that the first placement is a critical point for 
students, who experience first-hand the relevance of social work theory to the field. In 
their research, they sought feedback from a cohort of students on the relevance of the 
teachings of their social work programme. They labelled the results disappointing (p. 
138)—four-fifths of the students were unable to see the relevance of meta theories to the 
placement experience (p. 139). 
Practitioners who had recently graduated also identified feeling a perplexing 
misfit between theory and practice (Cameron, 2003). A study by Tham and Lynch 
(2014) into the experiences of recent graduates in Sweden and Australia concurred, 
finding that the participants in the research regarded courses at a theoretical level as 
difficult to comprehend or apply in practice (p. 709) and indicated a clear preference for 
an additional or longer period of field placement (p. 714). Morley (2008) noted that 
practitioners with more experience than recent graduates also encountered such 
difficulties. The problematic relationship between theory and practice which these 
studies investigated has been described as a significant leitmotif in the profession 
(Wilson & Kelly, 2010). It is practitioners such as these who are asked to teach students 
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to integrate theory and practice in field education, raising the question of how they go 
about this. 
Various explanations are offered. Some of the literature developed on the 
challenges of integrating theory and practice relates these challenges to the fact that 
field education is a very different mode of learning to that encountered in the classroom. 
Le Maistre and Pare (2004) noted that the shift from learning about to learning to use 
knowledges and theories is itself intrinsically challenging for students, and viewed 
theory as the link for students in managing the difficulties they encounter. 
Other concerns were identified regarding the preparation provided by 
universities, clustered around the differences between the sphere of the university and 
the sphere of social work practice. Spencer and McDonald (1998, p. 12) perceived these 
difficulties as seemingly ‘intractable discrepancies’ between the objectives of the 
university and the field. Cooper (2007) considered that education programmes prioritise 
classroom learning over field education, leaving Field Educators to bring together a 
‘well-articulated education model’ with an unclear or poorly articulated social work 
(field) education framework (p. 101). The universities were regarded as having a 
curriculum which was largely generic and conceptually abstract. Lewis and Bolzan 
(2007) found that students often expressed the anxiety evoked by the task of linking 
theory and practice as criticism of their education. They concluded that the students’ 
education was not preparing them adequately for the transition (Lewis & Bolzan, 2007; 
Maidment, 2003). Lewis and Bolzan (2007) further stated that social work has always 
been characterised by a tension between the theoretical understandings which underpin 
its knowledge base and the daily practice of social work, which is heavily influenced by 
the context in which it is situated (p. 136). The universities were regarded as having a 
curriculum which was largely generic and conceptually abstract (Clare & Mevik, 2008). 
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The university and the field have been labelled as ‘separate worlds’ (Clapton et al., 
2008), sometimes in competition with each other. Field education does not have the 
well-developed pedagogy of university curricula. In Northern Ireland, research into 
students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of their social work education, looking 
particularly at gaps in knowledge, found that while overall much of the preparation was 
thought to be good, concerns about the disjunction between academic and practice 
learning recurred (Wilson & Kelly, 2010), adding weight to the perception of broader 
issues compounding the problem. This perception lends support to the work of Clapton 
and Cree (2004), who questioned the concept of ‘integration of theory and practice’ and 
suggested taking the classroom into the field. O’Connor et al., (2009) proposed re-
engaging with debates about the relationship between theory and practice. The 
challenges of learning to integrate theory and practice in field education are multiple 
and compounded by the fact that teaching takes place across two different systems—the 
higher education system and the social welfare system. 
3.4 Field Education Paradigm 
Cooper (2007) discussed two paradigms for learning in field education—the 
traditional system, reflecting the old tutorial methods used in universities, which 
generate tensions, largely because of institutional devaluing of this type of learning, and 
an alternative based on the push for a new paradigm which demands a shift from 
atomistic teaching/learning structures to holistic teaching/learning structures (Barr & 
Tagg, 1995). 
Schneck (1995) argued that field education should be an equal partner with 
classroom education, and Reisch and Jarman-Rohde (2000) suggested there is a need to 
rethink school–field relationships and develop field-centred education. In a similar way, 
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Goldstein (2007) argued strongly for centrality of experience and recognition of the 
mutuality of thinking and doing as a way of understanding what students need to learn. 
Cooper (2007) recognised the assumptions which Caspi and Reid (2002) 
identified in this approach: that learning takes place via a one-to-one relationship 
between student and supervisor; that the learning experience is tied to agency function, 
implying that students work in the organisation like an unpaid employee; and that Field 
Educators have responsibility for field teaching. Further assumptions include that this is 
a productive way of developing student learning, and that a suitably qualified 
practitioner can provide good supervision. Cooper (2007) further suggested that an 
alternative would be to maximise the learning opportunities offered in the workplace 
where the student is situated, making academic staff designers of educational learning 
experiences, more engaged in assisting the supervisor and student in the learning 
experience. This would require a change in the model of supervision. Within the 
somewhat constraining context referred to previously, Crisp and Hosken (2016) argued 
that new approaches to finding placement opportunities require a fundamental rethink as 
to how student placements are understood. They reported on a project which started 
with a consideration of learning opportunities students needed and built a structure to 
facilitate these, rather than relying on organisational availability to host students on 
placements. 
Cooper’s (2007) observation of the existence of two bodies of literature—one 
relating to formal requirements and the other to learning issues—holds for supervision 
as well as field education in general. The principle of engaging practitioners as 
educators to meet the field work objectives stated by AASW (2012b) to teach students 
to link theory and practice (which this research explores) assumes not only that 
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experienced practitioners can be competent educators, but significantly, that Field 
Educators can articulate their understanding of the links between theory and practice. 
3.5 Two Compounding Challenges of Field Education Structure 
There are two challenges to structuring of field education which compound the 
challenges of teaching students to integrate theory and practice—the sequencing of 
social work education, which tends to disconnect theory and practice, and the 
fragmented learning sites across which this education takes place. 
The sequencing of social work education in Australia places emphasis first on 
theoretical learning and later on practice. While not prescribing any particular structure 
for social work programmes, the AASW (2012a) requires field education with a practice 
component of 1,000  hours to take place across two years. By default, if for no other 
reason, this separates theoretical learning and practice. Cameron (2003) viewed this 
split as adding to students’ difficulties. Morley (2008) concurred, considering the 
disjunction between learning about theories and later using this learning in practice to 
confuse students, who struggle to link the two. She viewed the structure of social work 
education with its consequent pedagogy as exacerbating the seeming split between 
theories and practices (p. 32). O’Sullivan (2008, p. 274) pointed out that ‘some time ago 
Barbour (1984) argued that the so-called ‘tandem model’ of social work education was 
a barrier to integration of theory and practice as it involves students moving back and 
forth between the academic setting of university education and the apprentice model of 
practice settings. This reference to Barbour implies that this has been an ongoing 
concern within the profession. It should be noted that this sequencing is part of a larger 
cycle of learning, in which students revisit universities during their work in the field for 
practice–theory integration seminars, and return again for an additional semester of 
 63 
theoretical learning, before repeating the field education process (AASW, 2012b, p. 3), 
and that sequencing is not the only challenge in the structure of field education. 
Field Educators asked to work with the academic programmes to connect theory 
and practice are located through numerous, different and fragmented learning sites, with 
quite possibly little contact with other educators, including university staff. As an 
institutional answer to this teaching challenge, Anscombe (2001) argued for the 
constructive integration of theories and practices through organisational partnerships, 
considering such an approach to require critical analysis of both theories and practices 
conducted in these partnerships, to enhance the development of both (p. 20). Fifteen 
years later, Bogo (2015) raised concerns about the structuring of field education as a 
challenge for quality field education (p. 321). She called for greater collaboration 
among the profession, universities and organisations. Thus, the very strength of field 
education, its real-life experiences, may be made unwittingly more complex by the 
seeming dichotomy between theories and practices. While the AASW document adopts 
a view of field education as a partnership, such partnerships have their own challenges. 
The AASW currently constructs field education as a ‘co-operative endeavour 
between the higher education provider, the student, the Field Educator (practitioners 
supervising students in agencies) and the agency’ (AASW, 2012a, p. 15), with field 
education described as a partnership and Field Educators as key players. Cleak et al., 
(2015) considered that field education requires extensive co-operation between the 
players. 
To foster these links, universities seek to draw students into the ambit of this 
collaboration. Universities may offer preparation for practice classes. During placement, 
they provide seminars which bring students back to the university, to the more familiar 
learning environment, to discuss their experiences and assist them to link their practice 
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experiences and classroom learning, described by the AASW as ‘field education 
integration workshops’. While not specifically mandated by the AASW, the 
accreditation document states that it is one of the responsibilities of field education 
coordinators to contribute to field education integration workshops (AASW, 2012b, p. 
6), and allows what are called ‘practice–theory integration seminars’ to be included in 
the required hours up to a maximum of 14 hours per 500-hour placement (AASW, 
2012b, p. 3). In Australia, some universities have incorporated critical reflection into 
classrooms and field education (Davys & Beddoe, 2009), aiding students to reflect on 
their experiences and on the social construction of knowledge making. Overseas, such 
solutions were found to be valuable in themselves (Peleg-Oren, Aran, Even-Zahav, 
Molina, & Stanger, 2008), but there remains a range of challenges to the delivery of 
field education. These solutions offer little to the Field Educators who are charged with 
the responsibility of addressing these challenges. 
In addition to the work done to link students with a collaborative framework for 
field education, Lewis and Bolzan (2007) claimed that, in Australia, academics have 
worked diligently to bring the work of practitioners into the development of theories 
which Field Educators are asked to teach students on integrating theory and practice. 
Shared social work values are likely to assist in bridging the two different perspectives 
on social work—the teaching and practice worlds—but each retains different objectives. 
Bogo and Globerman (1999), researching what makes for a constructive 
relationship between the university and the field in North America, highlighted four 
components: ensuring a commitment to education, offering strong organisational 
support and resources to organisations, building effective collaborative relations and 
developing good communication and reciprocity. Patford (2000) noted a growing need 
to justify the place of field education in a time of change and fiscal restraint and to 
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provide evidence to support the value ascribed to field education. Partnership implies 
shared objectives; in field education, this is proposed as an education objective, but 
partnerships are constrained in a number of ways. 
Field education takes place between individual accredited social work 
programmes in universities and individual practitioners in a voluntary agency-based 
model (Bogo, 2015). As a consequence of this model, Field Educators accept students 
from classrooms with accredited education programmes into human service 
organisations of many different types, theoretical orientations and locations, as most 
practitioners are employed in human service organisations (Hugman, 2003). Not only is 
teaching students to link theory and practice problematic, but field education and 
supervision being conducted across many sites raises the additional question of how 
context influences Field Educators in this teaching task. That is, how did context impact 
on the way Field Educators worked with students? 
The objectives of the university and the human service organisations differ. 
Lewis and Bolzan (2007) perceived university curricula as being at risk of generating 
dissonance with the more conservative agency practices. Human service organisations 
have to juggle the needs of service users, the requirements of social policies and their 
organisations and the learning objectives of students and universities. There are also the 
very particular difficulties students express in integrating contested theory from the 
university with the constrained practice of field work. 
Bellinger (2010a) considered one of the effects of globalisation to be the 
breakdown of some of the infrastructure of social work which supports field education. 
In Australia, Field Educators work in a context of services, and contexts of practice are 
becoming increasingly fragmented and diverse (Fook, 2002b) in the social welfare 
context, which is not necessarily supportive of the profession (Morley, 2008). There is 
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ample evidence of the impact of the changing socio-political context of practice on 
social work (Connell et al., 2009; Fawcett & Hanlon, 2009; Healy & Meagher, 2004; 
Meagher & Healy, 2003). Taylor, Mensigna, Casey, and Caldwell (2008) regarded 
managerialist values as having the capacity to limit Field Educators’ engagement in this 
education venture. They tend to prioritise efficiency, which makes it harder to find 
suitable placements (Clare, 2001; Cleak & Smith, 2012; Patford, 2000). Cleak, Anand, 
and Das (2016) found that students had very different experiences, types of activities 
and learning experiences. 
Birkenmaier, Curley and Rowan (2012) considered that one curricular factor 
which has drawn increasing attention is the model of field education, or the way in 
which supervision is structured and delivered in the programme (p. 322). One-on-one 
supervision has become increasingly challenging to implement (Globerman & Bogo, 
2003; Reisch & Jarman-Rohde, 2000). In recent years, the traditional model of an in-
depth field education experience with one field instructor at a single site (Bogo, 2010) 
has come under increasing scrutiny, as changes in the social work practice environment 
have made one-to-one supervision challenging to maintain (Crisp & Hosken, 2016). 
More recently, this single model has given way to a range of different modes. It is being 
delivered off-site, where the Field Educator is not an employee of the agency in which 
the student is placed (Barton, Bell, & Bowles, 2005; Wayne et al., 2010; Zuchowski, 
2016). In off-site supervision, the traditional model of the Field Educator undertaking 
all aspects of supervision has given way to the separation of the administrative aspects 
of the placement from those of the clinical or social work supervision. 
This review suggests that such diversity results in a challenge in tailoring a 
partnership to the vagaries of each organisation. In turn, it continues to be difficult for 
universities to ensure the quality of placements and coherent approaches to the field 
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work dimension of education. The difficulties in maintaining partnerships across so 
many different and practitioners in varied organisations compound the work in ensuring 
successful completion of the AASW requirements for the degree, including the 
objective of teaching students to link theory and practice, which this thesis explores. 
This review also highlights that much of the literature focuses on student experiences 
and difficulties in linking theory and practice, implying there is less information 
available about Field Educators’ contributions to this process. 
3.6 Supervision: A Key Connecting Site for Integrating Theory and 
Practice 
Supervision is regarded as the site where Field Educators assist students to 
integrate theory and practice (AASW, 2012a, p. 9). Conducting regular professional 
supervision with students is a requirement of the accrediting body. The professional 
association outlines the administrative requirements for adequate supervision, including 
that a student be supervised on placement by an accredited social worker who has a 
minimum of two years’ full-time practice experience (AASW, 2012a, p. 14). In 
Australia, supervision is to be carried out against the criteria of the university and the 
AASW Practice Standards (AASW 2013). Other than these requirements, the structure 
of supervision is left largely to the Field Educator and student. Given the centrality of 
supervision in teaching students to link theory and practice, the supervision session was 
identified as an apt site for the data collection in this study. 
The literature on student supervision in the social work profession has emerged 
slowly from discussion about the supervision of practitioners. Noble (2001) noted that 
research on supervision in field education began to emerge in the late 20th century. Bogo 
and McKnight (2006) perceived the emerging writing on supervision in general as 
having a largely theoretical orientation to practice (p. 59), finding that supervisory 
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practice is supported largely by anecdotal accounts, with an empirical body of 
knowledge for supervision slowly emerging. Karpetis (2010) pointed out more recently 
that there has been little research overall into supervision. 
Research by Kanno and Koeske (2010) supported previous findings that capable 
supervision results in students feeling more confident, competent and empowered. In 
addition to helping the student complete the learning required to become a competent 
practitioner and to integrate this into a coherent professional identity (included in which 
is the requirement to learn to integrate theory and practice), Field Educators have 
traditionally been required to oversee the student’s work and support the student to 
manage the emotional and psychological impact of the placement (Kadushin & 
Harkness, 2014). 
Saltzburg, Greene and Drew (2010) identified live supervision as important for 
bridging the pedagogical gap between teaching theory and practice learning, and 
concluded it has not been adequately discussed in the literature. Cleak et al., (2016) 
conducted research into supervision students’ retrospective views on their supervision 
and found that, although most students were satisfied with the supervision and support 
they received during their placement, the frequency of supervision and type of learning 
activities varied according to different settings, year levels and who provided the 
learning opportunities. 
Research into what happens in supervision to link theory and practice has 
identified a number of issues. Cleak and Smith (2012) found that the area where 
students expressed the highest level of dissatisfaction related to supervision and support 
received on placement (p. 250). Gursansky and Le Sueur (2012) found that while 
integration is considered an important goal in field education, the idea that integration 
actually occurs is assumed rather than demonstrated, and found little evidence to 
 69 
support the effectiveness of methods employed to achieve this outcome (p. 919). It is 
perhaps not surprising that Smith et al., (2015) concluded that learning strategies for 
linking theory and practice were among the least used by students and social work 
supervisors on placement. 
In Scotland, Brodie and Williams (2013) examined the practices of practice 
teachers (Field Educators in Australia) and found a high level of congruence between 
students and practice teachers in perspectives on the supervisory relationship, and what 
they described as ‘some vivid evidence of practice teacher and student activity within 
supervision perceived to be conducive to student learning’ (p. 506). Part of these 
findings was that effective supervision is linked to the opportunity for students to 
engage in supervision in relevant conceptual activities which enhance learning. 
Research by Maidment (2000) in New Zealand into students’ perceptions of the various 
teaching methods used by their Field Educators revealed marked incongruity in how 
teaching methods are used with different students. This finding helped shape the 
research of this thesis, as it draws attention not only to context but to the processes used 
in supervising students, particularly regarding linking theory and practice. 
3.7 Prominence of Non-Field Educators Views 
The literature suggests that there are a range of resources offered to Field 
Educators, including models of supervision, competences and education for the task. 
Caspi and Reid (2002) argued that although there are many models of 
supervision, these tend to be based on practice concepts and have not been translated to 
educational approaches and strategies. Such models for student supervision include the 
integration of theory and practice model first published in Bogo and Vayda (1998). 
They presented a reflective process, moving between theory and practice in a cyclical 
process of reflection and identification to identify the theories being used, the theory–
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practice cycle. Meanwhile, in recognition of the challenges faced by practitioners and 
students, in relation to applying theory to practice, Collingwood (2005), in the UK, 
developed a model which aims to facilitate productive discussions between practice 
teachers and students on the nature of theory and its link to practice. It offers a pictorial 
framework in which students are asked to discuss their work with a client systematically 
and to identify the theories which they recognised as best explaining the issues 
encountered and theories to use in intervention. When trialled with practice teachers (a 
position not dissimilar to Field Educators in Australia), it was found to be accessible 
and valuable to students. It appears to offer a simple, useful approach to making the link 
between theory and practice. Miller (2010) offered a framework for professional 
socialisation which may also aid the integration of theory and practice. 
EBP, competencies and standards have emerged in recent year as ways of 
teaching and assessing social work practice overall and in education. EBP introduces a 
different form of tension to the profession. It has recently been introduced in social 
work in what might be viewed as an attempt to address the perceived limitations of 
postmodernism by looking to the use of empirical evidence in practice, and has been 
described as ‘a hallmark of clinical excellence in clinical practice’ (McNeill, 2006, p. 
147). It is being introduced into social work education (Edmond, Megivern, Williams, 
Rochman, & Howard, 2006) in the US as the solution to linking theory and practice 
(Wehbi, 2009). However, the overarching strength of EBP in offering a way of 
incorporating research into practice, making social work more transparent (van de 
Luitgaarden, 2009), is also its limitation. 
It is based primarily on a singular knowledge base of empirical evidence, with 
less regard for other knowledge forms (Taylor & White, 2006), allowing little room for 
service users’ knowledge or practitioners’ experience. EBP is viewed as being strongly 
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influenced by its roots in logical positivism, dating from the 1920s (Gray et al., 2009), 
which appears to reflect social work’s scientific aspirations as a modernist project (Gray 
& McDonald, 2006, p. 8). It lacks a critical perspective on the development of 
knowledge and the power inherent in discourse, while relying heavily on systematic 
reviews, which have been found to be incomplete and highly sensitive to the search 
terms used (Braye & Preston-Shoot, 2007). Petersen and Olsson (2014) claimed that 
there is no uniform understanding of EBP in social work (p. 5–6). While EBP highlights 
an important aspect of practice—research evidence—how this is to be incorporated 
remains debatable. 
The findings from a national survey of Australian social workers showed a 
degree of support for EBP, particularly among social workers in management positions 
and more experienced social workers (Gray, Joy, Plath, & Webb, 2014). The research 
also found an unsophisticated understanding of evidence and EBP and ‘inadequate’ 
skills in the critical appraisal of research. In assessing facilitators and barriers to the use 
of EBP in Australia, Gray et al., (2014) identified barriers including inadequate 
resources, poor training of social workers in critical appraisal of research, organisational 
culture and the research environment.  
The professional bodies of social work in the US and the UK incorporate 
competencies into social work supervision (Gourdine & Baffour, 2005; Preston-Shoot, 
2000). Competence may be regarded as a stage in the development of expertise (Eadie 
& Lymbery, 2007). Competencies divide practice into detailed and measurable 
components. Competencies may have the attraction of apparent certainty (Witkin & 
Harrison, 2001), and may well appeal to NPM because they appear concrete, specific 
and easily assessible (Lyter & Hines Smith, 2005); however, competencies also have 
significant limitations in the profession. 
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Wilson (2013) raised a number of concerns about competency-based learning, 
which he sees as echoed in the profession’s rising interest in reflection (p. 156). For 
Wilson (2013), competency-based learning is limited by instrumental bias, offering 
functionalist explanations, and so, superficial skills, and its reliance on formulaic 
approaches to service users, inimical to good practice and effective decision making. 
Competency-based education seems to reify the concept of competence. Wilson (2013) 
concluded that academic interest in reflection has been driven by scepticism about the 
value of competence-based learning and evidence-based approaches to practice. 
The literature identifies a number of risks associated with the adoption of the 
competency view of practice. The adoption of competencies also risks being driven by 
agency policies (Preston-Shoot, 2000), rather than social work values or education 
needs. Such findings highlight the tensions for educators seeking to develop critically 
reflective thinkers and, at the same time, meet the training needs of employers for 
competent practitioners skilled in working within agency policy and procedures (Wilson 
& Kelly, 2010). A competency-based approach to teaching risks decontextualising the 
work of the profession, since it takes no account of the settings in which it is being used. 
This constitutes a challenge for social work practice, since it regards the context of 
practice as important (Forte, 2014). Todd and Schwartz (2009), in Canada, found 
tensions arising between competencies derived from total quality management and 
social work’s value base, and argued that the current definitions of quality are very 
narrow, given the complexities with which social work practitioners deal. 
The US has focused particularly on incorporating evidence and competencies 
into education and practice. This appears to be influenced by the demand to show the 
basis for decision making and to demonstrate effectiveness in practice. The UK is also 
influenced by the need to demonstrate effectiveness, particularly in the context of the 
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work in child protection. Each position reflects the context in which the profession is 
immersed. Gursansky et al., (2010, p. 3) noted a techno-rational approach remerging in 
Australia and the UK, with EBP and market-driven demands. 
Stone (2016) identified that while, in the UK, practice educators found 
competencies helpful in providing structure to the practice learning in field education, 
they were not adequate to give practice educators confidence that the student will go on 
to become a proficient social worker. The participants suggested there were additional 
qualities which they intuitively recognised in the more able students. 
The Australian professional association document (ASWEAS) makes little 
mention of EBP and competencies, choosing to focus on standards of practice and 
supervision. Competencies and EBP have not been a feature of social work education in 
Australia, and only passing references were made to EBP or standards by participants in 
the research. This position is consistent with the general attitudes of Australian 
practitioners towards this perspective (Gray et al, 2014). 
The Practice Standards are used to guide social workers’ practice, to ensure they 
fulfil the practice requirements as set out by the AASW. The Practice Standards inform 
the ASWEAS, which regulate and guide curriculum development for social work 
programmes in Australia. Cleak et al., (2015) argued that these accreditation standards 
offer little guidance regarding the minimum requirements and educational expectations 
for the completion of these activities beyond nominal requirements (p. 52); indeed, they 
pointed out that there is currently no Australian empirical work which assesses how 
these evaluation documents are used by students and supervisors or what constitutes 
best practice. Standards, like competencies, as means of assessing practice have certain 
limitations in their use. Both represent a striving for certainty. 
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Supervision is a key teaching site in field education, and the professional 
association requires that Field Educators undertake training before or during their first 
experience in the Field Educator role placement (AASW, 2012b, p. 3). The assistance 
offered through the professional association appears to rely on its members to take the 
initiative in running such education. The literature from the AASW requires the 
universities’ field education coordinators contribute to workshops for Field Educators, 
although these workshops do not appear to be mandatory. The AASW offers three web 
based resources for field educators. These are the Website Resource for Social Work 
Field Educators; th Handbook Resource for Social Work Field Education; and online 
Field Education Training. The Universities offer a range of courses in addition to the 
social work degree. These include Graduate Certificates in Social Work (www.open.edu 
.au/study_online/grad cert) and Advanced Social Work 
(https://coursesearch.uni.melbourn.edu.>grad). Beyond this, little formal input seems to 
be offered to Field Educators, leaving open the possibility that more is happening in 
field education than is being published.  
Adamson (2012) argued for the importance of recognising that supervision is not 
politically innocent, and identified a series of possible tensions and stresses, 
highlighting the importance of remaining aware that supervision is a contextually 
informed activity. The supervision of staff in Australia is seen as constrained and 
appropriated for managerial ends (Noble & Irwin, 2009), and as hostile to social work 
(Healy & Meagher, 2004). Beddoe (2010), who has written extensively on student 
supervision, considered that its educative function is being lost to risk management. 
While not referring specifically to student supervision, the structure of field education 
which relies primarily on organisationally based Field Educators is likely to be similarly 
constraining. This is happening at the same time that the new scholarship in the 
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workplace calls for thinking, reflective workers in a practice environment. Theory is 
seen as essential to coping with this challenge. As part of this changing context, the 
critical perspective which seeks to explore the links between knowledges and social 
structures is marginalised (Morley, 2008), further underscoring the research sub-
question pertaining to how the context of practice shapes the ways Field Educators 
teach students about linking theory and practice. Overall, much of this research offers 
insights into particular aspects of supervision, but it does not address the supervision 
session as a unit of work around multiple tasks of one particular meeting with a student. 
Much literature notes the gaps between the university and the field, but little 
exploration or analysis has been done (Cree, 2006). Trevithick (2008. p 61) cited 
Preston-Shoot (2004) as saying ‘social work practice has not yet been defined as a 
research site’. Research into effective field education is viewed as ‘still in its infancy’ 
(Parker, 2007, p. 766), and largely lacking in Australia (Maidment, 2003). Such 
sentiment has been raised in the US also (Stoesz, 2013). 
Field education is located in a contradictory paradigm. It is designed to be a 
practice experience, with the primary objective being educative in the eyes of 
universities and practice in the eyes of Field Educators (Cooper, 2007). Field Educators 
are asked to address the objective of assisting students to link theory and practice in the 
latter stages of a student’s study. This leaves Field Educators critically positioned in a 
challenging context, which tends to downplay the professional knowledges of social 
work as they endeavour to teach students to practice in situ. 
3.8 What is Being Lost 
Most relevant research has been authored by academics (Heron & Murray, 2004; 
Spencer & McDonald, 1998), whose educational experiences and perspectives are likely 
to differ from those teaching in the field. Not only has the literature been authored by 
 76 
non-Field Educators, it either offers suggestions for Field Educators or captures the 
experiences of students, both of which are clearly important in this education project. 
Reading this literature, the voices of the Field Educators themselves appear less evident. 
Many of the difficulties encountered in bridging the academic and practitioner 
arenas are the result of cognitive differences between two worlds of attitudinal and 
effective differences. The two groups adopt different ways of communicating, and 
academics and practitioners have functionally different relationships to the practice 
arena (Kondrat, 1992, p. 248). This review of the literature concurs with the opinion of 
writers who concluded that Field Educators are often marginalised or left to their own 
devices (Noble, 2001); in a ‘rather ambiguous and insecure position’, with little 
attention paid to them (Cartney, 2004, p. 52), leaving them critically positioned between 
the university education and the field, as they seek to assist students to connect 
academic learning and practice. The suggestion from Carew (1987) that perhaps 
researchers should go into the field to explore what social work practitioners, including 
as Field Educators, are doing remains relevant today. 
3.9 Summary 
In summary, social work field education has a long valued yet demanding place 
in the education of students, particularly regarding the enduring challenges of teaching 
them to integrate theory and practice. While discussing integration, this chapter noted a 
series of disconnections in the broader contextual issues, which are identified as 
promoting a rift within the social work education system as a whole, suggesting a sense 
of two separate worlds, of thought and of practice. It discussed what is known about 
supervision in field education, the site where much of the education of students takes 
place. The chapter considered whose voices are being heard in the literature, and 
concluded by noting the absence of Field Educators’ voices. The following chapter 
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discusses the methodology adopted to explore the research question of how Field 
Educators assist students to link theory and practice, together with three sub-questions: 
1. What strategies do Field Educators use to support student learning, 
particularly in relation to theories and practice? 
2. What theoretical content do Field Educators address when seeking to assist 
students ‘integrate’ or engage with theories and practices? 
3. How is the process of assisting students to integrate theory and practice 
shaped by the context of the placement? 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 
4.1 Introduction 
The preceding two chapters reviewed the literature on the theories and practices 
pertinent to social work education and information concerning the pedagogy of teaching 
students to integrate theory and practice in field education, from which the research 
question was derived. This chapter details the methodology of the research, which 
explores the question of how Field Educators assist social work students integrate 
theory and practice in their field placements, as required by the AASW documentation. 
Contained in this broad question are three sub-questions: What strategies do Field 
Educators use to support student learning, particularly in relation to theories and 
practice? What theoretical content do Field Educators address when seeking to assist 
students ‘integrate’ or engage with theories and practices? How is the process of 
assisting students to integrate theory and practice shaped by the context of the 
placement? Chapter 4 discusses the methodological approach adopted in this thesis. It 
reiterates the research question and outlines the design of the research, and discusses the 
ethical issues addressed and the implementation process followed, elaborating on the fit 
between the research question of how Field Educators assist students to link theory and 
practice, together with three sub-questions: 
What strategies do Field Educators use to support student learning, particularly 
in relation to theories and practice? 
What theoretical content do Field Educators address when seeking to assist 
students ‘integrate’ or engage with theories and practices? 
How is the process of assisting students to integrate theory and practice shaped 
by the context of the placement? 
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In detailing the methodology, the chapter considers the objectives of the 
research, its design, ethical considerations, limitations, data collection and analysis and 
the background of the researcher, and concludes by introducing the participants. 
4.2 Objectives of the Research 
One of the objectives of research is to produce knowledge (Hammersley, 
2003)—in this case, regarding how Field Educators irrespective of their gender work 
with students in supervision. The structure of the study was exploratory—to develop an 
understanding of the processes Field Educators used in a supervision session to 
facilitate a social work student’s exploration of the relationship between theories and 
practices. The relationship which was studied was the interaction occurring between 
Field Educator and student under supervision. This interaction included, among other 
elements, the content and processes which took place between the two and the influence 
of context on the theoretical knowledges which they constructed together. 
The research gathered data through six case studies, including background 
information on the participants, their roles and activities and the agencies in which they 
worked. One supervision session between each participant Field Educator and student 
was videotaped, and was followed by a reflective interview with the Field Educator to 
discuss what had occurred during the session. This purpose of the review was to obtain 
further information about how the Field Educator had proceeded as they had in the 
supervision session. 
The audience for the research is broad, and includes those engaged in social 
work education and those participating in the education of students in any applied 
profession which uses placements or internships as a means of learning. It is expected 
that if the knowledges of experienced Field Educators are identified, findings could 
form part of further dialogue between at least of these two parties to student 
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education—those working primarily in academia and those in the field. The information 
gleaned would also be beneficial to newer Field Educators, and has the potential to 
assist students in their development and to point to further areas of study involving 
students. 
4.3 Design of the Research 
The discussion of the research design covers the epistemology underpinning the 
design its fit with the exploratory nature of the research approach; the methodology 
adopted and the use of the case study method within this together with some discussion 
of the appropriateness for such a method for addressing the research question; The 
construction of the research incorporated the epistemology underpinning the design, the 
theoretical framework of the researcher, the methodology used and the methods chosen. 
The research design was based on a constructionist perspective, using a qualitative 
methodology and a series of case studies to explore the research question. The research 
was approached through a critical social work perspective, as explained in Chapter 1. 
Supervision is known to be a complex process, covering a number of dimensions—the 
student’s practice, their learning and their wellbeing, as well as the Field Educator’s 
understanding of social work and of education. A qualitative approach was adopted to 
enable the exploration of meaning created by Field Educators as they educated—what 
they were aiming to do and their thinking behind what was done; that is, seeking ‘on the 
ground’ knowledge (Fook, 2002c). 
The methodology needed to ‘fit’ the research, which was designed to enquire 
into a largely unknown area. The methodology was selected on the basis that it needed 
to accommodate a range of views about the topic and be flexible. It also needed to allow 
the researcher to assess each supervision session both as whole, to consider how various 
factors fit together in their natural setting as a contextualised event (Yegidis & 
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Weinbach, 2009), and across the case studies (rather than looking at a single, 
acontextual aspect of a social event). A qualitative methodology is suitable to focus on 
what social workers think and how they act and why in supervision (Engel, 2009). 
The study comprised a series of case studies, chosen as a means of exploring 
how Field Educators assist students to link theories of social work to social work 
practice. The study explored the relationship between what Field Educators had been 
saying and doing in a supervision session and their understanding of whether and how 
this was related to social work education. The research had two stages—the supervision 
session itself and a review with the Field Educator of that session. 
The methodology consisted of observation of supervision sessions and a ‘think 
aloud’ session review with each Field Educators about the session. It was influenced by 
the methodology of Osmond (2000), but differed in two ways: the data were obtained 
from direct observation through videotaping the session rather than considering 
behaviours reported after the event, and the methodology was simplified in that it was 
not 360 degrees. Students were not interviewed about their perceptions of the session as 
it was thought this might be too intrusive for the Field Educators and students. 
University staff  were not approached as their experiences were already well represented 
in the literature, unlike those of field educators. 
A case study approach was chosen because the objective of the study was to 
understand what participant Field Educators did to link theories and practices, to 
consider their explanations and the thinking behind their actions. The approach 
consisted of observation of a supervision session and in-depth interviewing with the 
Field Educator to obtain detailed information about the processes used from their 
perspective. Each supervision session was videotaped and followed by an audio-taped 
review of the supervision session. In the audio-taped session each Field Educator was 
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invited to discuss what had taken place and their thinking behind the processes they had 
used. Undertaking these case studies brought the researcher as close to the supervision 
process as feasible, with the review offering information which could not be discerned 
by observation alone. Demographic data were gathered on the Field Educator and 
student, together with information about the organisation and social work practice 
undertaken. 
The researcher chose a case study approach because of the type of questions 
being researched and because the research question was exploratory. A case study is 
defined by Yin (2014) as ‘an empirical enquiry which investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon (the case) in depth and within the real-world context, especially when the 
boundaries between the context and phenomenon may not be clearly evident’ (p. 16). 
Case studies incorporate an empirical approach, and include an intensive investigation 
of a single system or phenomenon which is embedded in a real-life context and which 
has a close association with theory (Lee, Mishna, & Brinnestuhl, 2010, p. 683). Case 
studies have the advantage of bringing to light phenomena which might be lost in large 
studies. With its focus on interconnected and interrelated relationships and processes, 
the depth of analysis allowed access to unique and valuable insights (Denscombe, 
2010). 
Supervision lends itself to the case study method because it is a natural event in 
a natural setting. It is a regular occurrence in a student placement. Each supervision 
session can be regarded as self-contained and distinct. The session provided a clearly 
bounded unit of analysis. It could be treated both as a whole and in its particularity 
(Engel, 2009). It could accommodate the inductive logic of research inherent in 
qualitative studies. The method allowed for in-depth description and analysis of 
multiple instances of the supervision activity (Walter, 2006). Undertaking a series of 
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case studies across a number of sites, together with observation and interviews, 
provided multiple sources of data (Creswell, 2007). 
Yet, while expressed as a single concept, supervision is a complex process. The 
session was video-taped and initially observed by the researcher as it occurred. With the 
Field Educator, the video-tape recording was then reviewed and discussed in what 
Osmond had called a process of ‘think aloud’.  The direct observation was later 
modified for the last three case studies in accordance with the ethics requirement of the 
New South Wales Department of Health. From this point, rather than sitting in on the 
supervision session the researcher waited to review the vide-taped copy of the 
supervision session with the Field Educator. This observation assisted the researcher to 
see the inquiry through the eyes of the participants. It made a high degree of description 
available and ensured the contextualism which is important when working with case 
studies (Silverman, 2014). Observation of the supervision session offered information 
which might not have been gathered from the Field Educators in interviews alone about 
their practices with students. Knowledge garnered in this way is closer to the Field 
Educator’s actual practice. But these observations did not stand alone; they were 
enhanced by the review of the videotaped session. 
To enhance the researcher’s understandings of what was observed, the 
researcher added a process of review with the Field Educator. This process entailed an 
open-ended, step-by-step discussion about the videotaped session, as the Field Educator 
explained the thinking behind her engagement in the session, focusing on the aspects 
she considered important. To do this, the researcher asked each participant to review the 
session with her and to explain what they were thinking at the key points as soon after 
the session as possible. If a point seemed important to the researcher but was not raised 
by the Field Educator, the researcher asked about it (Engel, 2009). This ensured that the 
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key concepts considered important by the participant and the researcher were identified 
and explained. The researcher used the videotaped session as a means of developing an 
understanding collaboratively with each Field Educator. In the analysis, the researcher 
sought to avoid the construction of such binary explanations as good practice / bad 
practice. Rather, she strove to bring to the fore the knowledges and processes used by 
Field Educators, because their voices are faint in the research on social work education. 
This methodology offered a more detailed account of what had occurred than 
available from observation alone. At the same time, the review of the videotaped 
session was flexible, dynamic and largely non-directive in the initial stages of the 
research. Roulston (2012) discussed the interview as an encounter in which speakers co-
construct data and situate their use of interviews within a ‘constructionist’ perspective’ 
(p. 4). This approach allowed the researcher to explore the issues which emerged and 
which were thought to be pertinent to the research question in a manner which an 
interview protocol would not (Morris, 2006), and gave Field Educators the opportunity 
to make known their point of view and to offer a relatively detailed understanding of 
what had occurred. Such a methodology helped to add to the credibility of the analysis 
(Barusch, Gringeri, & George, 2011), and resulted in a flexible research strategy. 
However, this methodology was not without shortcomings. 
These interviews were semi structured initially depending on what information 
the Field Educator deemed important in her supervision. From this the research 
commenced to identify various themes some of which recurred. As the case studies 
progressed others themes were added and if these seemed to the researcher to be present 
but not referred to by the Field Educator were asked about by the researcher.  
Relationships among the data were drawn out as a particular event unfolded, 
allowing the inquiry to follow key areas of interest as they arose. As preliminary themes 
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began to emerge during the concurrent analysis, the researcher endeavoured to maintain 
a position of flexibility which was non-directive, but permitted her to include particular 
questions if the analysis suggested these might be relevant. It also accommodated 
reflection and questioning of currently accepted knowledge (Gray, 1995, p. 57). Such a 
methodology fitted well with the social work values of social justice and equity (Patton, 
1990). Beyond the clarity and detail this approach offered, this review fostered some 
initial co-construction of understanding, which the researcher herself then developed 
further in the analysis. 
Participants were Field Educators who had at least a two-year history of 
supervising students; who were open to talking about their practice and who were 
currently supervising a student who was willing to take part in the research. Exclusion 
criteria included Field Educators who were not experienced or not recognised by the 
professional association. 
The recruitment process was open ended given the purposive nature of the 
sampling, but protracted. It involved a number of steps. First, support was sought from 
the chief executive officers of a number of non-government organisations (NGOs). 
Once approval was obtained, the CEOs were asked to circulate information about the 
research, with an invitation to their social workers to contact the researcher if they were 
interested in participating, met the experience criterion and currently had a student on 
placement. If a social worker expressed interest, the student’s university was contacted 
and the university field education co-ordinator was asked to forward an email to the 
student (whose name at this point was unknown to the researcher, but had been 
identified by the university staff through the placement). The email explained to the 
student their Field Educator’s interest in participating and asked them to contact the 
researcher if they were willing to be part of the research. In the flyer, it was stressed to 
 86 
the student that participation had no bearing on their performance or on their field 
education assessment. The flyer further explained that the focus of attention was on how 
the Field Educator works. Subsequently, an approach was made to the State Department 
of Health to obtain participants, as they are a large employer of social workers. 
Recruitment continued until new interviews yielded little new information. 
4.4 Ethical Considerations 
Peled and Leichtentritt (2002) identified four ethical issues to consider in 
research: power to harm, empowerment, residual benefits to participants and technical 
competence of researcher. The research sought to contribute to developing knowledge 
which would assist in the provision of student supervision and social work education. 
The process under research was part of field education, which occurred regularly while 
a student was on placement, and so, did not ask for additional or unfamiliar activity 
from the participants. It was thought unlikely that participants would be harmed in any 
way. Rather, it was hoped the findings from the research would aid participants and 
others in the social work profession. However, provisions were in place to refer a 
student to their university counselling service if distress did occur. 
Issues of power were addressed in various ways, recognising that it was possible 
to reduce power but not authority (O’Connor & O’Neill, 2004, p. 26). The research was 
conducted with adults who were freely able to give their consent. Informed consent was 
obtained according to the requirements of the university and participating organisations 
for which the participants worked. Field Educators volunteered to participate; students 
were in a different position. The researcher was well aware of the power differential 
between Field Educators and students. Students were in a position of lesser power, as 
supervision was part of their placement and their performance in the placement was 
being assessed. They might have felt some pressure to participate. 
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To address these concerns, the researcher took particular care in the recruitment 
process to ensure that students were free to decline. This was done by keeping the 
recruitment process at arm’s length from the Field Educator and from the researcher, to 
allow the students to make a decision independently. It was stressed both in the 
participant information statement and at the introduction to the session at the point of 
recording that the research was not an assessment of their performance. The researcher 
made it clear that such decisions lay outside her purview. The researcher’s interest was 
in how the Field Educator worked. In theory, these safeguards allowed the student the 
freedom to decline without the Field Educator knowing. In reality, it appeared that each 
Field Educator discussed their interest with the student first, and that all students had 
agreed before the Field Educators approached the researcher. However, the ethical 
process made it possible for one student to withdraw after initially agreeing to 
participate. 
Additionally, informed consent was reinforced by advising the Field Educator 
and the student of the research process, and that there was an opportunity to withdraw 
from the study after the interview had been undertaken if either party wished. It was 
also explained that once the process of review was underway, it was not possible for the 
student to withdraw. As it remained possible that the student had not understood the 
methodology or how the research has been developed (Hughes, 2012), at the conclusion 
of the supervision session, both participants were reminded that they could still 
withdraw. At this point, the Field Educator and student both knew how the session had 
unfolded and so could make an informed decision. No one withdrew at this point. 
Confidentiality was assured through the de-identification of records and the safe 
keeping of video-tapes, according to the requirements of the university HREC. At the 
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completion of the research, a summary of the findings was made available to all 
participants who had indicated interest. 
Given that the research design included observing supervision-in-action, layers 
of approvals were required from organisations, Field Educators and students. Written 
approvals were obtained from the different organisations as part of the formal approval 
process required by the university. Formal approval to undertake the research was 
obtained from the University of Sydney (Research approval number 14102) 
[Appendices A, B, C, D, E and F]. Modifications to the original approval were obtained 
from the University of Sydney HREC as new organisations were included. However, an 
additional process was required by the Department of Health, which had their own 
procedure for authorising research. Once their approval had been obtained, it was 
endorsed by the University of Sydney HREC. Modifications to the original approval 
were obtained from the University of Sydney HREC prior to each additional 
organisation being included in the research. 
Not only was the process of obtaining approval for each participant itself 
protracted, but interest proved to be very slow. This might be explained in many ways. 
Time is an issue for most social workers. There was less scope for undertaking research, 
hence making participating in research less attractive to organisations (Fook, 2003). It is 
evident from research and conference discussions that finding placements for students is 
becoming more challenging for universities (Cleak & Smith, 2012), and there is no 
doubt that participating in the research is itself challenging; to be videotaped and then to 
discuss the session with a researcher is demanding. It was evident from exchanges with 
practitioners that social workers saw the process as having an evaluative element, 
despite the researcher stressing that the purpose was to learn from the Field Educators, 
not to assess their work. 
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4.5 Limitations 
The research design was the consequence of numerous choices. By definition, 
there are limitations as well as strengths inherent in any research design adopted. These 
pertain generally to the methods selected and to the specifics of the implementation. 
Exploratory research is qualitative research and so is subject to the limitations of such 
design. Qualitative research is based upon a series of assumptions which stand in 
tension with those of quantitative research. These assumptions of qualitative research 
regard knowledge as not directly knowable but rather context bound, case specific and  
interpretive - to be interpreted through the eyes of the researcher. As a consequence a 
piece of qualitative research cannot be duplicated and its findings are not regarded as 
universally applicable. However the adoption of such a methodology fitted the 
theoretical lens through which this researcher conducted the study. It was coherent with 
the exploratory nature of the study since while the social work literature discusses 
student supervision it tends to post-date supervision sessions rather than to investigate 
what is actually happening within a session. The researcher sought findings which while 
not universally applicable would be but nevertheless to be transferable and informative 
for field educators. 
While case studies have a number of strengths, they also have limitations. There 
can be challenges in defining what constitutes a case, but this was not an issue in this 
situation. The ‘case’ is already defined by factors outside the research. Other 
considerations are more pertinent. These criticisms include concerns about the rigour of 
data collection and of analysis (Yin, 2014). Data collection was managed by video-
taping each supervision session and audio-taping the reviews. Analysis was systematic, 
transparent and supported by an audit trail of the activities. 
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While adding considerably to the data gathered, interviews too have their 
drawbacks. Roulston (2012 p. 64) argues that ‘what a “good” interview will look like 
will vary according to the epistemological and theoretical perspectives assumed by 
researchers in the design and conduct of research projects’. Yegidis and Weinbach 
(2009) detailed these constraints as recording errors, demographic differences between 
the two engaging in the interview, the influence the researcher might have on the 
content and the expectancy effect, by which the participant might provide the 
information they perceive the researcher wants. The first two were thought to be 
relatively contained by the recording process and the shared professional background of 
participant and researcher. The other two were harder to manage and relied on the skill 
of the researcher and the Field Educators’ candour about the session. 
It was possible that the relationship between the Field Educator and the 
researcher may have altered the meaning being constructed through the interview 
process as it progressed (Morris, 2006). Field Educators might have perceived the 
researcher as having some ‘expertise’ because of her association with the university, 
and so striven to provide what they perceived as the ‘correct answers’, rather than their 
own views. Or perhaps from a wish to be ‘helpful’, they might have sought to collude 
with the researcher, to give her what she has been deemed to be looking for. In 
anticipation of these possible distortions, the researcher indicated that her knowledge 
constitutes only partial knowledge of the topic and that she knows that the Field 
Educators are highly experienced in providing supervision and in their knowledge of 
their field of practice. In other words, expertise is shared. No one is the expert, thus 
making space for other experts to emerge (O’Connor & O’Neill, 2004). 
Social meanings may be hard to communicate, but the researcher and the 
participants had all been socialised into the profession being discussed, so such a 
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challenge was lessened. In addition, the researcher could clarify her understanding with 
the participant if she were unclear about what was said initially. This approach also 
allowed the researcher to use what O’Connor and O’Neill (2004, p. 25) referred to as 
‘reflexive inquiry’, where the relationship between researcher and respondent is seen as 
close and allowing for a shift in any power differential between the researcher and the 
participant towards that of co-constructors of knowledge. There remained the possibility 
of a gap between what the participants said and what they actually did, but this had been 
countered by the structure of the research—by discussing the video tape of what had 
taken place. 
The research design also created specific limitations. Firstly, the researcher 
observed only one session with each participant Field Educator. Such a session is but 
one of a series throughout each student’s placement. The case studies provided a 
snapshot of what takes place, but not at the same time in each student’s placement. The 
students were at different stages of their degree. The method takes little account of any 
informal contact between Field Educator and student or other professionals. In other 
words, the researcher is stepping midstream into a supervision process which has been 
taking place for some weeks prior to her involvement. Secondly, the number of case 
studies was small, focusing on the experiences of six Field Educators. However, the 
design was not seeking to establish controls in the quantitative sense, but rather, to cast 
a wide net, to see what issues emerged and to what extent they were held in common. 
A third limitation of the research design is that the naturalness of the supervision 
session may have been distorted by video-taping. This is however tempered somewhat 
by the review, as participants elaborated on what they were thinking. The researcher 
endeavoured to address these concerns by talking with each Field Educator about their 
perspective on supervision, how typical the session under review was, and how the 
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session fitted together with the informal contact the Field Educator has with their 
student. 
While one-to-one supervision is the traditional structure used in social work 
education, other models are gradually emerging as the social work programmes struggle 
to find sufficient quality supervisors (Cleak & Smith, 2012). Supervision can also be 
offered in groups or in some mix of individual and group supervision. However, the 
researcher thought that holding to the same structure for all sessions was useful at this 
exploratory stage of research. 
No information was obtained from students beyond what emerged indirectly 
from them during the supervision session. The focus was on the teaching component of 
the supervision session. 
4.6 Data Collection and Analysis 
Data collection and analysis proceeded together. The interviews were conducted 
in late 2012 to the end of 2013. Each interview comprised two parts—the supervision 
session and the review on what occurred. Each supervision session was videotaped. The 
review with the Field Educator was audio-taped. This, in addition to notes taken during 
the session itself, ensured a high degree of accurate information. 
The supervision sessions and reviews were transcribed by the researcher, thus 
offering the opportunity to commence immersion in the data. This included 
observational data such as emotional responses and body language. These data were 
either noted by the researcher from the sessions or referred to by the Field Educator in 
the review. The researcher embedded into the transcripts the relevant sections of each 
review as they occurred. This was done by matching the review to the point on the 
video tape at which the tape had been paused for comment, allowing the researcher to 
amalgamate two sets of data into one document, while keeping them identifiable by 
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using a different coloured font. This gave the researcher a single transcript for each 
participant, while allowing her to treat them as separate should this be necessary. 
The demographic information obtained about the students and Field Educators 
was entered into NVivo as a series of attributes. These were assigned to the cases, as 
they differed across themes and could be used for further analysis. The students’ 
attributes identified were gender, the degree they were studying (undergraduate or 
Master of Social Work (Qualifying)), previous degree and/or tertiary study (if relevant), 
and the type of placement according to the social work method being used (case work, 
research, community work or some combination of these). In addition to these, the 
research ascertained whether the student was on their first or second placement, the 
stage of placement (middle or towards the end) and which university each attended. 
The researcher captured the supervision structure of the Field Educator: whether 
each occupied the full Field Educator role (responsible for the task and social work 
supervision of the student), internal social work Field Educator role (employed in the 
agency, but responsible only for the social work supervision) or external social work 
Field Educator role (engaged by the university and responsible only for the social work 
supervision, not for the student’s day-to-day activities). She also gathered information 
about the Field Educator’s qualifications (undergraduate or Master of Social Work 
(Qualifying) degree), gender, education for supervision and whether they have their 
own supervision or not. This was pertinent in light of the isolation in which each Field 
Educator worked, as it offered an opportunity to reflect on their supervision. 
The data were analysed as the interviews took place, and interviewing continued 
until no further significant information emerged. The interviews were semi-structured 
and interactive in that as data were gathered about what Field Educators considered 
important in their supervision, the researcher developed a series of questions to ask of 
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subsequent participants if they had not been covered in the review. As a consequence, 
the process of recording the supervision sessions remained unchanged but some 
questions were added into the session review interviews over the time of study as 
various themes began to emerge. This allowed the researcher to address not only areas 
of importance (Engel, 2009), but also possible distinctions between perceived and actual 
practice; it allowed her to probe for further information, for example, tacit knowledge 
(Ryan & Bernard, 2003). These related to areas emerging as important to the study.  
The design led to a series of constructions—building from the supervision 
session through the review process, with each Field Educator adding another layer of 
meaning, with which the researcher then engaged in a process of co-constructing the 
findings. The meaning sought was relativistic; it was clearly anchored in the immediate 
experience, but not totally idiosyncratic because of the sub-culture of social work 
education shared by participants and researcher. 
Yegidis and Weinback (2009) described analysis as a process which seeks to 
make sense of the data (p. 262). In the data analysis, the emphasis was on inductive 
reasoning and incremental understanding. Initially, each interview was treated as a 
separate case. Later in the analysis, the researcher looked across cases for common 
elements. Given her view of knowledge as contextually based, the researcher observed 
the setting in which social interaction occurred (Orme, 2003), noting pertinent 
information and thoughts in a series of memos as the research proceeded. She obtained 
key demographic data about participants. The researcher kept a daily log and wrote 
memos to record activities and to note her thoughts and feelings while collecting the 
data (Bazeley, 2013). 
Data were managed using NVivo, a computer-based program which provided a 
set of tools to assist in the analysis of the data. NVivo can be used to explore trends, 
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build and test theories and manage, code, interpret and analyse qualitative data 
(Sorensen, 2008, p. 106). It aids in the operations needed for a systematic, coherent 
process of data storage and retrieval, which was important to allow the researcher to 
analyse the data systematically. This included recording and systematising the data 
(Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 386). The program offered a way of storing data as it is 
analysed and a process for asking analytic questions of the data as the research proceeds 
(Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). It allowed for the retention of data and associated analysis 
after completion. 
The program also allowed the researcher to keep a log of activities and thus to 
maintain an audit trail (Morris, 2006) and a series of memos as her thinking about the 
data developed. The log included activities undertaken in date order, along with 
impressions, the researcher’s feelings and struggles with the project, as well as the high 
points as these emerged. The memos were a collection of thoughts, observations and 
possible questions to consider about the findings. The program also allowed the 
researcher to annotate important concepts in the transcripts. All this information was 
stored in NVivo. In others words, NVivo provided a simple way to hold and progress 
the analysis. It does not, however, substitute for the analysis done by the researcher. 
Yegidis and Weinbach (2009, p. 21) regarded data analysis in qualitative 
research as seeking to understand human experiences from the perspective of those who 
experience them (undergo them). Its purpose is to gain meaning, structure and order 
from the data (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002). Analysis is the means of 
constructing these relationships. It assumes there are regularities to be found in the 
social world, identified using inductive and deductive approaches. Freeman, de Marrais, 
Preissle, Roulston and St Pierre (2007) considered that analysis reconstructs these 
original compositions, and may be regarded as a re-presentation of the data. 
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Notwithstanding the criticisms levelled at it (Yin, 2014), analysis in qualitative research 
can be systemic and logically rigorous (Neuman, 2003). In this case, data are re-
organised in response to the research question. 
The strategy used was to analyse the findings through description of the case and 
themes of the case as well as cross themes (Walter 2006; Patton, 1990). Consequently, 
the analysis took place in three stages—the development of key issues in the data from 
each case, to identify the strategies used to link theory and practice in each supervision 
session, followed by general statements about the data, and finally, cross-case analysis. 
The researcher used an inductive approach; that is, working from the ground up 
(Neuman, 2003, p. 51). When undertaking the analysis, the researcher considered the 
data first, rather than any theory, to see what emerged (Walter, 2006). This meant 
moving from the particular to the general. This approach is held to work well in terrain 
which is unfamiliar and when the intent is exploratory and descriptive. It fitted well 
with a constructionist perspective, and could be used to make meaning, refine concepts 
and evaluate assumptions. 
The coding process refers to the steps the researcher takes to identify, arrange 
and systematise the ideas, concepts and categories uncovered in the data. In undertaking 
the coding, the researcher used a thematic analysis, looking at underlying ideas, 
assumptions and conceptualisations which are theorised as shaping or informing the set 
of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This offered a rich description of the data—that is, data 
which are contextualised and look to cultural meanings (Bazeley, 2013). A theme was 
defined as an integrating, relational statement derived from the data which identifies 
both content and meaning (Bazeley, 2013, p. 190). Coding was done in three steps. In 
step one, each interview was analysed inductively, case by case, using thematic 
analysis. In the initial analysis, the researcher built an outline from the first case, to see 
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what issues emerged. The second case was compared with the first, and the themes 
modified if necessary. This opened up the data, while allowing the researcher to retain 
the context of the codes in NVivo. The context could be recovered for each code 
effortlessly. 
This first stage consisted of opening up the data (Bazeley, 2013). Data were 
arranged according to simple premises, which might constitute building blocks for 
further analysis (Attride-Stirling, 2001). At this point, the researcher sought to avoid 
imposing constructs, but in reality, this is not possible. No doubt the selection of these 
was guided by researcher’s theoretical concepts and underlying assumptions. However, 
they were tempered by the information offered in the session review. Some remarkably 
similar themes emerged relating to the structure and inductive approach adopted by all 
Field Educators. 
The coding developed in response to a series of questions which the researcher 
asked of the data. Bazeley (2013) suggested that the data be read initially holding the 
following questions in mind: 
 what is interesting about the data? 
 why is it interesting? 
 why that [item of interest]for me? 
 how does it relate to the research question? 
The assessment of importance was based on the areas addressed by the 
supervision in the review, together with those which appeared to the researcher to 
constitute the content and processes on the session under discussion. Nonetheless, as 
coding progresses, particular categories and themes emerge as more salient, as central to 
integrating a number of key concepts and/or as being of interest to a particular topic 
under study. The data are then more thoroughly and systematically reviewed, with fewer 
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specific concepts or categories in mind, to determine where and how these are 
illustrated in the data. The coding process, alternatively, has both inductive and 
deductive elements (Benaquisto, 2008). 
The method of theme selection incorporated techniques identified by Ryan and 
Bernard (2003). They were not used in full, as some techniques such as word count did 
not appear to fit the complexity of the research. The techniques used included 
identifying the social work concepts used, those named frequently or named as 
important in a session. Other techniques included looking for concepts alluded to, or 
occurring in more than one session, or co-occurring with other concepts. Explanations 
of strategies were also included. These were essentially descriptive and, to avoid 
decontextualising in the report, were written as case studies as a means of ‘telling the 
tale’, leading to the researcher writing a descriptive account of each. While some 
analysis occurred, it remained at a low level of abstraction—it was still very descriptive. 
Using these questions, the researcher noted the items which the Field Educators 
thought important in the session review interview. Some additional questions were 
asked of the data, including what people were doing and trying to accomplish, how 
exactly they were doing it and how they were making sense of it. The final questions 
concerned what the researcher saw going on and what the researcher could learn from 
this (Silverman, 2014). The researcher then looked for most frequently used words, 
references, people actions and particular actions which reflected what participants said 
elsewhere. These strategies were modified as the research proceeded. The design of the 
research was not amended, but the conduct of the review process developed as the 
researcher’s mental pro forma of questions expanded. 
The second step in coding concerned organisation. This stage focused on 
clustering similar issues; in this instance, into a series of the case studies, as distinct 
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from the transcripts of the original data. This point in the coding considered the 
relationships between the key concepts in each case. For each case, the views of the 
Field Educator, which were defined as their perspectives on how they assisted students 
to integrate theory and practice as they emerged in the supervision session, were also 
captured and amplified from the review. This further clarified what occurred in 
individual instances, and led to the researcher writing an analysis of each case. From 
this, the researcher distilled a series of strategies used by each Field Educator. 
The researcher noted the regularity, structure or connections in each case, but 
without direct concern for their meaningfulness to the people observed. These were the 
patterns which were analytic and linked to a more deductive process using a priori 
theoretical understanding. The language in the literature is confusing, but the word 
‘pattern’ is being used here to refer to meaning in the set of data, that is, all the cases 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83). They were developed from the researcher’s frame of 
reference using techniques such as identifying similarities and differences across texts, 
theory-related material, the influence of context, references to theoretical material, 
personal characteristics, understanding of the links between theories and practices, tacit 
knowledge and key words. 
To situate the references to theories, the concepts were coded in their position in 
the session. This led the researcher to identify the objectives of supervision, the 
narrative of the session, the context of the placement and the student’s activities, 
defined as the broad projects undertaken. This was done to distinguish between the 
broad activities and the specific actions under discussion in the session. Factors which 
seemed to be important in the various decisions made by Field Educators during the 
supervision session were coded under headings such as the structure of the session, the 
activities of the Field Educator during the session and the personal characteristics of the 
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Field Educator and of the student. Theories were captured through the concepts used by 
the Field Educator in the process of discussing social work practice. They might have 
been explicit references to the use of theory by the Field Educator or student, or implied 
references to theories by the student. The strategies used by the Field Educator to make 
these connections were also noted. 
This level of analysis highlighted a cluster of themes around the Field 
Educator’s broad perspective on placement, supervision and their role. A further set of 
themes emerged around the Field Educator’s understanding of the student’s 
characteristics, including stage of learning, strengths and challenges, and a final set 
around each Field Educator’s understanding of concepts relating to the theories of social 
work practice. 
The final step in coding was global, offering a summary and revealing the 
researcher’s interpretation (Attride-Stirling, 2001, pp. 388–389). This was done by 
looking across the cases, and led to a more abstract level of analysis. It was effectively a 
conceptual leap, which was then tested against each case. The researcher organised 
these clusters into a coherent model or set of interlocking concepts. 
4.7 The Background of the Researcher 
The researcher was an older, white, middle-class woman of Anglo-Saxon 
descent, educated in Australia, with a background in social work practice, a student 
Field Educator and an academic who had worked in field education with many students 
and Field Educators. As a consequence of this history, she regarded both the formal 
university learning and field education as very important for students. She holds great 
respect for the knowledges held by Field Educators and was aware of the lack of 
information about what actually occurred in supervision. She had her own ways of 
conducting supervision. She was aware of the disconnection which students often 
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experience between education in the university and field work. She was also well aware 
of the demands made on Field Educators during field education. 
These influences were further reflected in her theoretical framework, which was 
western and social constructionist; in her position that theory was inherent in practice, 
and therefore, theoretical concepts themselves could not be absent in the Field 
Educators’ work, but how they were linked to context and strategies was not known. 
This left her with an eagerness to learn about the issue and resulted in the research 
question and research design—choices the researcher made knowingly. It also made her 
keen to foster the exchange between the university staff and practitioners in the field. 
These influences contributed to the strength of the project, but also contained 
limitations. 
The researcher sought to manage these influences through the research design. 
In the analysis, she endeavoured to suspend her own opinions where possible and to 
listen to each session as a whole, not just in parts. She strove to acknowledge these 
influences by noting these through the study (Nash, 2011), reviewing how these 
influences were influencing the analysis and tempering any claims made about the 
findings. This was to ensure that she did not find in the results simply a mirror of her 
own approach to student supervision. 
Many of these influences would also have been evident to the participants 
through the initial discussions about the research. The session review interview had 
facilitated the participants identifying the ideas which were important to them—their 
key concepts and the strategies underlying their use. These came through particularly in 
the reflective interviews with the Field Educators. Only later did the researcher carry 
across for one interview to another some concepts which seemed to be important. She 
managed these influences by seeking to minimise influence of pre-existing formal 
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theory until the latter stages of the analysis. This was further re-enforced by the 
transparency of the theorising methods and by the reporting of analysis. 
It was deemed particularly important in this instance as the methodology was 
based on a constructionist belief about knowledge. Reflexivity was an essential 
component of the design. The term reflexivity is used in a number of ways in the 
literature (D’Cruz et al., 2007). It is related to reflection, but is used here to refer to the 
need to place the researcher in the story of the research project. Reflexivity enabled the 
researcher to acknowledge her role and the situated nature of the research (Finlay & 
Gough, 2003), or, as D’Cruz and Jones (2013) expressed it, to recognise ‘the 
subjectivities particularly with social-political contexts’ (p. 10). Fook (1996) expanded 
this understanding to include talk of the ability to recognise the influence of the 
researcher’s whole self and context (social, cultural and structural) on every aspect of 
the research, and the ability to use this in the research itself (Nash, 2011). D’Cruz et al., 
(2007) deepened this by adding consideration of dimensions of power in knowledge 
making. These are particularly pertinent considerations in this project. For these 
reasons, the researcher deemed it important to acknowledge, where possible, how her 
assumptions and personality influenced what she saw, to render the research process as 
transparent as possible. These influences could not be discarded completely, but they 
could be identified and managed up to a point. Indeed, Nash (2011) suggested these 
influences can not only be acknowledged, but used in research. 
4.8 Introducing the Participants 
Six Field Educators were included in the study. Stephanie was employed in a 
NGO with a health focus. It was a community-based agency which offered a range of 
services to people of all ages who had a physical disability. The work was conducted 
through a series of teams and included intensive after-hours family work as well as 
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other multi-professional approaches, for example, working with children to provide 
early intervention, specialised assessments, therapy, aids and equipment, mentoring and 
leadership programs for teenagers, supporting inclusion at school and life supports for 
adults. Social work was one of the services provided in conjunction with the various 
teams. Stephanie held a full-time education position as Field Educator in the 
organisation. At the time of interview, she was providing social work supervision to 
seven students who were undergoing field education. Kim, her student in the study, was 
in her final year of an undergraduate degree and was midway through her placement. 
She had been undertaking research and just commenced a small amount of casework. 
The second participant was Rose, who was employed in an international NGO 
which offered an extensive range of services around the globe. Rose was the sole social 
worker on a team which conducts contact tracing for birth mothers or children in 
Australia (at their request) who have been separated through adoption. Such searching 
might take years or prove unsuccessful. Rose expressed feeling considerable pressure, 
with a very large ongoing caseload. Rose had supervised students for a number of years. 
Patricia, her student in the study, was undertaking a Master of Social Work (Qualifying) 
and had requested to work in this agency. She was at the midpoint of her placement. At 
the time of the research, she was in the process of undertaking her mid-placement 
assessment. Patricia had been conducting research and had just observed a counselling 
interview with her Field Educator. 
Charlotte was based in a community development organisation in an inner-city 
area with a large Indigenous population. The agency ran a series of services in 
conjunction with the residents, and was very well established. She had been supervising 
students for 10 years, and did this because of her commitment to the profession. She 
also had close working ties to one of the city universities. Judith was a recent refugee 
 104 
from a war-torn country and was in her fourth year of an undergraduate degree. She had 
a prior tertiary qualification but had chosen to study social work as a consequence of her 
experiences as a refugee. She was approaching the midpoint of her placement. She was 
engaged in the general work of the agency and seemed particularly aware of the poverty 
and inequality she had encountered in this community. 
Keith was the manager/social worker of an NGO in a large regional city in New 
South Wales. The agency offered community-based services to people with mental 
health issues, and his position and experience had brought him into close contact with 
the regional university. He had been supervising students for 10 years. In this instance, 
he was providing social work supervision for Simone, who was undertaking a Master of 
Social Work (Qualifying) degree and was about to complete her placement and her 
degree. Simone had been undertaking research which was part of a larger research 
agenda being conducted by the agency. She was finalising the reports on her findings. 
Katie was employed by a large city university as the off-site Field Educator for 
Gail. Gail was working with another social work student in an inner-city agency which 
offered a legal service to the community. There were no social workers employed there, 
but the agency had a longstanding custom of engaging volunteers and had provided 
research placements for social work students over many years. Katie was providing the 
social work supervision while the agency manager acted as Gail’s administrative 
supervisor with responsibility for her work in the agency. At the point of the research, 
the Field Educator had four students she was working with. Gail was born overseas and 
had a prior tertiary qualification. She was in the third year of her undergraduate degree 
and was completing her first placement at the time of the interview. She had been 
undertaking research for the organisation and was finalising her report. 
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The final case study was of Frances and Tiffany, who were based in a very large 
inner-city public hospital. Frances was in a full-time education position (like Stephanie) 
and had supervised many students. Tiffany was in the third year of her undergraduate 
degree and was coming to the end of her placement. She had been undertaking 
casework in the hospital, together with students from other universities. 
4.9 Summary 
In summary, this chapter outlined the methodology used to explore the question 
of how Field Educators assist students to integrate theory and practice as required by the 
AASW, which accredits social work programmes—a question highlighted in the 
preceding literature review. The chapter outlined the objectives of the research and 
audience and the research design, including its underlying epistemology. The chapter 
established that the research was based on a qualitative study, using a series of case 
studies to explore how Field Educators worked with students on linking theories and 
practices. The discussion included information on the participants, recruitment 
processes, ethical issues and some of the limitations of the research. The next two 
chapters turn to the findings of the research—first, the findings in each case study, and 
then, the findings across the cases—and discuss the themes in light of the literature on 
social work education. 
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Chapter 5: The Case Studies 
5.1 Introduction 
This thesis explores the experiences of Field Educators in supporting student 
learning. In this chapter, each of the case studies is explored with the aim of creating a 
thick, nuanced illustration of the supervision practice of Field Educators as it occurred. 
In particular, the chapter seeks to explore two of the studies’ research questions: what 
strategies Field Educators use in supporting student learning, and how the process is 
shaped by the context of the placement? The following chapter focuses on the third and 
final research question, regarding the theoretical content Field Educators use when 
seeking to ‘integrate’ or engage with theories and practices in the education of students. 
To do this, a brief summary of the placement is provided then an introduction to the 
nature of the session and where it fitted in the student’ placement. The Field Educators 
who participated in the research were working with a diverse group of students. This 
diversity included the point in each student’s placement at which data were collected, 
each student’s level of study and previous educational background, the university at 
which each was studying, placement hours, age and place of birth. Gender was one 
common feature. In each case direct quotes are followed by the field educator’s name. 
Otherwise the text is drawn from the researcher’s observations and conclusions. 
5.2 Case Study 1: Stephanie 
Stephanie was based in an NGO which offered a range of services to people of 
all ages with a particular disability. Social work services were attached to various teams 
specialising in different areas of work. Because of the extreme nature of the medical 
condition they dealt with, work could be emotionally very confronting, for all staff. 
Stephanie was aware that the staff tended to work from an individually based theoretical 
framework. 
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In the videotaped session, Stephanie was reflecting with Kim on her current 
learning. Kim, a final-year undergraduate of an Australian university, was undertaking 
research, and recently, casework, with one of the specialist teams. Kim was midway 
through her final placement and had passed her mid-placement assessment. Stephanie 
was particularly aware that Kim had issues with confidence, yet Kim recognised that her 
social work practice was competent. 
The issue of Kim’s confidence was central to Stephanie’s approach to 
supervision, which she described as: ‘I don’t know what the right word is in student 
supervision but it would be like a person-centred approach so I suppose a student-
centred approach’ (Stephanie, Field Educator). 
At the time, Stephanie held a dedicated social work education position, which 
meant that she supervised all seven social work students currently on placement in the 
organisation. This allowed her some flexibility in offering individual and group 
supervision to students when common issues emerged. It also meant that while she was 
supervising Kim’s social work, she was not administratively responsible for the work of 
the team to which Kim was attached; at times, this raised concerns about work practices 
on the team for Kim. 
The context of practice, which located her as the social work supervisor, meant 
that she was able to focus directly on the student’s learning—she could leave managing 
the details of practice to the team leader. She described her supervision perspective as 
‘student centred’ and as derived from her understanding of person-centred work. This 
carried with it a number of considerations for her supervision, in particular, monitoring 
Kim’s anxiety levels: 
Because that’s the interesting thing about Kim … even though she does 
experience anxiety, she definitely doesn’t play it safe. The fact that she did this 
 108 
[interview] … she keeps challenging herself. And so I want to keep being one 
step behind her but sort of re-enforcing which along the way … (Stephanie, 
Field Educator) 
In the review of the video tape, Stephanie explained that Kim recognised that 
she was a capable but underconfident practitioner, so she focused on fostering her belief 
in her own abilities: 
We had a supervision session not long after she started placement, and I asked 
her to picture two buckets; one was her level of competence, and one was her 
level of confidence. She really accurately depicted her level of competence as 
relatively high, but her level of confidence as quite low. It was a really nice 
thing because you’ve got some students who don’t recognise that even though 
they might have a similar level of competence, they don’t even see that. 
Whereas she actually knows that she’s quite competent but she doesn’t have the 
confidence to sort of back which up somehow. It’s growing though. (Stephanie, 
Field Educator) 
It was important for Stephanie that she acknowledge Kim as an adult learner 
who came to placement with histories and experiences to be recognised and to be used 
to facilitate both her learning and the work of the agency. It was supported by her 
inductive approach, which allowed her to make use of her competent practice to foster 
the student’s objectives of supervision, and her responsibility to monitor and, if 
necessary, raise the areas of learning lacking in the student’s practice: 
I’m aware, very aware, that the students are adult learners, so I really encourage 
which kind of process of taking initiative and which sort of thing. So from that 
perspective it’s really important to me to know, does she have an understanding 
of why she’s doing what she’s doing? (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
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In the reflective set of data, she disclosed that her teaching strategy was multi-
layered, as she sought to provide students with an experience of client-centred practice 
in their own work together. She believed that this would extend the student’s 
understanding of the processes involved, and that the experience might be similar to 
which of a service user. This emerged in the reflective set of data: 
Cos the other thing I think I’m aware of … I’d like them to have an experience 
of what it’s like on the other side of that, both the positives of that and the 
challenges of that when you’re asked to set the agenda. Yeah. (Stephanie, Field 
Educator) 
As part of this approach, she used an inductive process embedded in maintaining 
a holistic view of Kim as person in an environment in which Kim felt safe to talk about 
how she felt. For her, this meant stating clearly the limits to confidentiality in practice; 
using a strengths-based approach to facilitate the client’s capacity to express themselves 
and voice their goals for the intervention, while maintaining respect in the face of some 
very confronting physical disabilities. 
In the reflective set of data, Stephanie explained that she viewed theory as vital 
to understanding practice, and had undertaken postgraduate work looking at how theory 
informs a particular area of social work practice. She had found that linking theories and 
practices was a major concern for students. She saw them as inherently connected, and 
worked from this position when supervising students. In her own work, she had not 
found the dichotomy which she had often read about in the literature: 
I feel like there’s this really … strong divide between theory and practice which 
is not how I experience social work at all. It’s never how I’ve experienced it. I 
think students get really scared about it … this supposedly massive project of 
how do you relate uni to what you’re actually doing … I just don’t see that 
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they’re so separate at all. And so in that way using technical terms, (sigh) is a 
way of continuing that divide but … I just don’t see it as so separate. I’m 
constantly trying to find ways of making it a lived experience, in practice. 
(Stephanie, Field Educator) 
The approach she took to assisting students to recognise this connection was to 
adopt an inductive strategy in which she concentrated first on aiding Kim to develop 
what she saw as sound ‘person-centred practice’, and then facilitated her identification 
of the theoretical concepts contained in that social work practice, so that: 
… students eventually come to that place where they can use them [theoretical 
concepts] themselves. But for me, what’s going on underneath, and the 
principles are far more important. So I would prefer to have a student who I 
knew could practice really solidly, demonstrating that they know how to work, 
from a person-centred perspective, that’s more important than being able to use 
the technical terms … otherwise we could have students … who are really good 
at the theory side of things and not very good at the practice side … (Stephanie, 
Field Educator) 
The reflective set of data illustrated that linking theories and practices was 
important but not the only objective Stephanie held for supervision. These objectives 
included her general objectives for placement, such as the successful completion of each 
student’s learning contract and the activities they undertook for the organisation: 
The thing that I’m really aware of I guess, is wanting each of the students to 
have ownership over the supervision session … as a way of having ownership over their 
learning.’ (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
Her person-centred approach also meant that she was particularly aware of the 
student’s wellbeing, and had identified that for this student, performance anxiety was a 
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central issue. Stephanie explained another aspect of the session, where she had changed 
the focus of the discussion as the student’s anxiety was visibly rising: 
And so in some ways we’re kind of using supervision as a space in which to say 
whatever you need to. So we had spent a bit of time talking about nervousness and its 
value or lack of value, now I am trying to take the focus off her. (Stephanie, Field 
Educator) 
To aid in maintaining this perspective, she explained that she kept an image of 
the Kadushin triangle—the need to provide support, to oversee the administrative 
aspects of practice and to teach (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014): 
Certainly having a holistic view is conscious, in that I’m consciously hoping to 
shape future social workers who have got a greater sense of the valuable place of 
social work but also of themselves as being valuable within that … what are the 
things which she’s working on, particularly around her learning goals, and with 
this particular student, that’s around building confidence. So I guess I thinking 
about … and what that’s involved. That’s the topic I’ve talked about with my 
supervisor, is how to sort of build confidence, and what’s the appropriate role. 
(Stephanie, Field Educator) 
This allowed her some flexibility in offering individual and group supervision to 
these students when common issues emerged. It also meant that while she was 
supervising Kim’s social work practice she was not managing its administrative aspects.  
While Stephanie referred only fleetingly to the place of her relationship with 
Kim in the reflective set of data, they appeared to have a good working relationship, as 
shown by shared laughter about ‘the usual way they do things’, and by Kim’s evident 
ease in disagreeing with the supervisor about a certain level of nervousness being 
helpful in doing a presentation. She explained that her position of field/social work 
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educator meant that she managed only the educative aspects of field education, and so 
she thought that ‘the relationship is more intensive … in supervision and things like 
that’. And when discussing formal and informal supervision, she explained: ‘the more 
formal sessions feel more serious, I guess. It feels like they kind of work together and 
they build on each other as their related parts of the relationship I suppose’. (Stephanie, 
Field Educator) 
In reviewing the session, Stephanie explained her use of multi-layered strategies: 
I think what I am doing here is modelling some of the way she might talk with 
him about the interpreter, if she feels like she needs to bring it up. And, because 
we’re supposed to be modelling good social work practice with our students too 
in a way, even though they’re not clients. I know it’s different and I even talk 
about it to students in that way, saying that it’s different but at some level I’d 
like the supervision session to model the way which I’d like them to work with 
clients. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
From the video, she concluded ‘when I watch it back, that approach of getting 
her to tell the story has worked because she’s now saying well maybe he does actually 
need an interpreter’ (Stephanie, Field Educator). 
The video tape showed that Stephanie and Kim together identified a series of 
theoretical concepts as Kim outlined the status of her work. Having listened to Kim 
discuss the work she was doing in preparation for her research presentation, Stephanie 
noted the value of sharing the early findings with participants, identifying the purpose 
of the presentation as part of ‘action research’: 
In that way I guess it’s almost like a nice piece of action research where it’s 
feeding back in (to participants) … Which probably then raises questions and … 
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they talk to their colleagues and it … potentially brings greater wholeness. 
(Stephanie, Field Educator) 
When discussing the research analysis, Stephanie folded in a number of 
concepts relating to the process of analysing qualitative data. She identified the 
importance of re-reading the findings to glean a clearer understanding of the content, 
suggesting that this was not a reflection on the student’s ability but part of the process: 
I guess the thing that I was thinking when you said that is when you’re working 
particularly with interview material, any kind of going through it is helpful. 
What I mean by that is every time you read it over you’re going to learn things 
about it … (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
In the review of the session, Stephanie explained that this was part of reframing 
Kim’s perception that her revised analysis was not a reflection on her ability but rather 
it was part of the qualitative research process. Later, when Kim wanted to include some 
quantitative analysis of her data from her research, Stephanie checked that she 
understood concepts relating to sample size in her research. As the supervisor explained 
in the reflection:  
What’s going on in my head is ‘yes that’s possible but … I want her to be clear 
there’ll be issues around sample because it started out as qualitative work’. (Stephanie, 
Field Educator) 
Having established that Kim understood the importance of sample size and that 
some quantitative analysis might be appropriate, Stephanie returned to further 
theoretical concepts, saying: 
… in that way I guess it’s almost like a nice piece of action research where it’s 
feeding back (findings) in … as you continue people probably will then raise 
questions and then they talk to their colleagues and it’s potentially bringing 
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greater wholeness … She’s now, talking about, she obviously demonstrating that 
she’s got good knowledge of the research process, which I really like. 
(Stephanie, Field Educator). 
In the review of the session, Stephanie was very clear that context influenced her 
work: 
Definitely the disability context does [influence me] and being an NGO as well 
does. I don’t think of that consciously but by comparison it does. I gave a talk at 
a Sydney Uni last week and I can see the way I talk about the context and the 
way say someone from Health or Centrelink talks about the context. (Stephanie, 
Field Educator) 
She went on to clarify how it had influenced her supervision: 
I think as well there are aspects of doing a placement in disability service, 
particularly one which has people with quite a visible physical disability, it’s 
quite in your face from as soon as you start in the organisation and I learned 
pretty quickly the importance of making that as ‘OK’ as possible for the students 
to have their reactions to this … But it’s just a reality. We go, say you come and 
on the first day you go on a visit to one of the adult services, and you will be in a 
building with lots of people who have really, who have really severe disabilities, 
may not even be able to talk at all … yet may well have really good cognitive 
functioning but that’s really full on especially if you’re thinking ‘oh, I’m the 
social worker and I’m here meant to be providing support here’. (Stephanie, 
Field Educator) 
She linked this to teaching about ethical practice: 
And ethics is right there. There’s no question about it. I mean that’s one thing 
that’s really present in a disability placement—self-determination and 
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empowerment—those things are really down to the wire. (Stephanie, Field 
Educator) 
She also identified the influence context had on the research project: 
I’m trying to think about now how I … there’s a bit, there’s a bit more freedom 
about how to go about doing things, so it would be that. The research which 
she’s been doing is on the team’s practice review forum, so like on the group 
supervision processes—what that means, what she’s been doing is giving them 
an opportunity to talk about their work and also it’s giving an opportunity for 
there, potentially, to be some positive changes made. So rather than her taking 
their time, in fact what she’s doing is giving an opportunity for people to give 
feedback, which they want to do. I imagine even the research which she’s doing 
I imagine would be a lot more political in a large government department. About 
whether you can go around and ask staff about the supervision they’re getting … 
(Stephanie, Field Educator) 
Context also shaped her role as social work supervisor, bringing both advantages 
and challenges: 
We’ve got the roles split up cos I’ve got seven students. They all have a task 
supervisor, who supervises them day to day. That’s why I don’t actually go on 
home visit with her … I feel really lucky because, it’s like doing external 
supervision, but I’m actually part of the organisation, I think it’s better and my 
reading of a recent journal article, I don’t remember the researcher’s name, 
apologies researcher, which looked at the different models, [including] having 
an external social work supervisor, there’s some challenges with that for 
students, in terms of them knowing the organisation, and so on, so I think I’m 
pretty lucky to be part of the organisation. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
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It also raised some challenges relating to work practices. Stephanie identified 
that she felt uncomfortable when the student was talking about how the team did not 
talk about limited confidentiality when meeting a new client. This supervisor knew that 
Kim was being taught something different, but she was also aware that she was not the 
team manager: 
I’m aware that I’m not supervising her directly in that work … so … what do 
you do when a student raises the practice of another staff member which they’re 
not comfortable with? This is an interesting thing that happens for me in place of 
being the student educator, rather than the Field Educator. They’re not my 
clients and it’s not my practice so it gets tricky cos in fact I think she does need 
to talk about confidentiality … and this comes up a bit as a supervisor. It’s 
something I’m aware of (sigh) what do you do when a student raises the practice 
of another staff member which they’re not comfortable with. Not a level at 
which it needs to be reported or something like that, but … (Stephanie, Field 
Educator) 
Stephanie identified a further challenge related to EBP as she explained an 
evaluation tool she had given Kim towards the end of the session: 
The agency has a strong focus on evidence-based practice, and there are some 
reasons why that’s really important … for example with therapy, with children 
… you know in a competitive environment where people will suggest all sorts of 
miracle cures I guess. So that’s important, but social work is a little bit … on the 
back foot if the context is set up as … almost like science versus art and science 
is everything. It’s tricky. Because I support it from that perspective of it’s 
important that our medical personnel are coming from a place where there’s a 
strong evidence base for the way in which they work, but with social work we 
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do have an evidence base but it’s different and it’s measured differently—it’s 
very quantitatively focused but I guess this is one example which social workers 
do use in the organisation that’s kind of recognised, and that’s where I’ve been 
wanting to bring it in. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
Perhaps the supervision session could be summarised as follows: 
Because I know sometimes in talking about the student supervisors and so on, 
and some of the things I've read—I sometimes wonder whether there’s an 
expectation for me to … for example when a student starts, to have a list out of 
20 supervision session topics and we basically work right through this agenda 
(laugh) …that’s what it sometimes feels like, but my sense is, from the 
experience I’ve had so far, this is where the best learning comes from, being just 
quite present and grounded, and with Kim where they are … I keep some things 
in the back of my head about maybe some things we need to work on, but for me 
that’s the best supervision and the feedback I’ve had from students is that’s what 
really works for them. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
5.3 Case Study 2: Rose 
Rose worked in a large international NGO which ran both institutions and a 
range of community services. She headed a small team involved with contact tracing for 
adoptees or birth mothers who requested assistance. The service usually consisted of 
contact tracing and short-term telephone counselling, with very little face-to-face 
contact with service users. Rose held the position of Field Educator, which meant that 
she was responsible for both the social work and administrative supervision for Patricia. 
She oversaw Patricia’s social work practice and also completed the mid-placement and 
end-of-placement reports for the university. 
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Patricia was undertaking a Master of Social Work (Qualifying) at a city 
university and was working in the same team as Rose. Patricia’s activities consisted of 
reviewing social work records, to audit their status and assess which files could be 
closed. She was learning about forced adoption, contact tracing for birthmothers and 
adopted children in a social climate of considerable discussion about the injustices done 
to these mothers and babies through the policy of forced adoption prevalent a few 
decades previous. Patricia was half way through her first placement and in the midst of 
her mid-placement review. She had requested this placement, where she appeared to be 
well settled and which she said she was enjoying. 
In the session, Rose reviewed a videotaped session in which she and Patricia 
were discussing a face-to-face interview which Rose had undertaken with a service user 
and Patricia had observed, occurring so that Patricia could write a piece of process 
recording based on the observation as part of the university’s requirements for her mid-
placement assessment. This requirement had posed a problem for them, as most of the 
interviews in the team were conducted by telephone. The interview with a service user 
proved very challenging and left them both with a range of feelings to be processed. 
The review of the session showed that Rose had commenced the session with 
Patricia’s agenda, which was to process the interview she had observed, which had been 
very stressful. As Rose explained: ‘so I really felt like I was walking a tightrope … 
thinking you know, I’ve got to help him, but also I have to keep her and I safe’. (Rose, 
Field Educator) 
From the agenda, Rose had woven together two items, discussing the case work 
she had done and how they both felt about this. The videotaped data disclosed two types 
of content in the discussion—theoretical concepts underlying Rose’s work with the 
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service user and emotional content arising for them both, but particularly for Rose, from 
the encounter: 
Let’s just do it like, I said to her, basically let’s do it the way we always do it. I 
said I’m sure you want to talk about the interview. You don’t only have to talk 
about that but I’m sure that there were more issues which came out of Friday 
what you need to talk about. And I said, anything else you want to put in? So 
that’s what she did. (Rose, Field Educator) 
Rose explained that her supervision processes were largely determined by the 
context of the work. Much of the work concentrated on dealing with emotional work. 
Rose explained how this stemmed from the activities:  
This work’s really difficult because you’re working with such raw emotion and 
layers of it—it’s very deep. (Rose, Field Educator) 
She provided resources to foster Patricia’s learning and used her own wide 
social work networks to aid Patricia’s learning about the broader network of the services 
in which adoption was sited. She used her own supervision to prepare for her work with 
students, including encouraging students to become familiar with the field of adoption 
and reminding students that the circumstances of the birth mothers’ pregnancies could 
be very complex and that the social structures at the time gave birth mothers virtually no 
choice about surrendering their babies: 
I find I think also my access to the AASW also helps, because you know, 
they’ve come to two ethics forums with me, so they’ve got to see that, it was 
good that we went to the apology, that the state premier made to the birth mums, 
they came to that with me. So I take them with me wherever I can and they sit in 
on the interagency meetings, they get a wealth of knowledge from there as well, 
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so wherever I go I take them - wherever is acceptable I take them with me and I 
think that’s also good. (Rose, Field Educator) 
Managing Patricia’s emotional wellbeing was also important, because she did 
not want students to be harmed working in the team and because this mirrored her work 
with service users. She sought to facilitate Patricia’s development by making 
supervision a safe place in which to express feelings: 
So Patricia had a great capacity to critically reflect because she was saying, then 
you know, ‘I felt agitated’. She’s not frightened to tell me that because she’s 
very safe, we get on very well, she feels very safe for her to be able to express 
how she felt and, [she] knows that I won’t pass judgement because we had just 
come from listening to this birth mother and hearing her story … and so I’m 
always checking to make sure they’re OK with some of that stuff which they 
have read and what are they doing with that because I don’t want them to walk 
away being traumatised by being here, but they seem to know, they’ve both said 
in their own ways they know that they’re well supported. (Rose, Field Educator) 
Building emotional safety in the field with students can be a difficult task, as the 
field instructor needs to be capable of creating a warm and welcoming environment, 
while at the same time establishing professional and ethical boundaries (Quiros, Kay, & 
Montijo, 2012): 
The data from the session review revealed that Rose acknowledged Patricia’s 
ability, contrasting this with the other student with whom she was working. Her 
experience had taught her that this was the case for all three students she had 
supervised: 
Patricia is able to grasp the concepts, quicker and easier. I can see the difference 
(between undergraduate and master’s student) but I think it’s also a difference in 
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age, and maturity. I’ve found the qualifying master’s students, the three that I’ve 
had from XXXX (a city university) are fantastic. They’ve knowledge … they’re 
more mature, in their way of thinking the three that I’ve had. (Rose, Field 
Educator) 
In the review of the session, Rose referred to one of her objectives of 
supervision—that students become independent learners, ‘going on to be better 
practitioners’. This made it important to recognised Patricia’s ability. She viewed 
Patricia: 
… quick and capable. But I think she’s been able to show from the get go that 
she’s here, she’s willing to learn, she’s willing to participate, she’s willing to 
form relationships not only with me but with the rest of the staff, and if I could 
keep her I would. (Rose, Field Educator) 
Rose spoke of her work: 
… but I know this is where I work best, to mentor these students and hopefully 
… they learn a lot from me and a lot from the workplace, and then they can go 
on to be better practitioners … I think I was able to model to her and she could 
see that that we need … if you can’t support someone you need, you need to tell 
them that from the start. (Rose, Field Educator) 
However, in this session, she adopted a primarily didactic style, as she spent a 
significant period explaining to Patricia why she had taken the approach she had. 
Patricia contributed her views periodically. Rose concluded the session by saying that 
they will probably need to discuss the event further. 
Rose considered the quality of the relationship between herself and Patricia as 
important, and heightened by the context of the work: 
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Patricia and I get on extremely well but we still have a professional boundary. I 
just think that it’s really always important, especially with our clients … because it’s 
such personal work you can’t go in there as being their friend. (Rose, Field Educator) 
Rose saw supervision as mutual—an opportunity to reflect on her practice too: 
I think it is important to ask her because this is also supervision, is also 
reflecting on my own practice and if she thought there was anything that like … 
we could have possibly done differently because I think that’s also important -
because you know, sometimes I might think that I have all answers but you 
know I could maybe could do something slightly differently … I don’t know but 
it was good to ask her. What she thought with that one. So that’s fine. (Rose, 
Field Educator). 
The data from the session review suggested that the relationship between Rose 
and Patricia was important and linked to Rose’s understanding of social work practice: 
So Patricia has to do her presentation tomorrow … and it’s about theory to 
practice so she’s doing hers about anti-oppressive practice so that’s what she’s 
talking about here, and she could relate it to what happened on Friday so that’s 
good. So I was just asking her, can she see the theories and things which she 
could get out, glean out of what, of what happened on Friday so that’s what 
she’s talking about there. (Rose, Field Educator) 
Rose said little about the link between theory and practice in the review of the 
session, simply explaining why she had taken the position she had in the client 
interview, but she issued a direct invitation to the student to think about the connection 
between theory and the practice she had observed: 
So I try to do that with the girls as well, but I also try to get them to talk, to 
really name what they need to talk about, and also if there’s any issue which 
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they want to bring up with me, about things which might be happening in work 
in the work environment or whatever, or also to try and really get them to think 
about theory and practice. I think Patricia and the other student have done really 
fantastically well of this time, because I don’t think that that should always be 
pushed by me, and the fact that they can critically reflect of their own accord, 
Patricia did that today and Marion my other student is able to do it as well 
without me really having to push that. So I think, but that’s not always the case 
… (with a slight lift in laugh) (Rose, Field Educator) 
However, a number of theoretical concepts were evident in the view of social 
work practice used by the supervisor in this session. Some were formal and identified as 
such; others were implied. They were raised both by Rose and Patricia. Theoretical 
concepts were derived from practice, but the experiential aspect of learning was missing 
in this session. However, the data from the session review showed that Rose considered 
the processing of this experience incomplete at this point: 
We’ll probably need to talk about it a couple … Just to debrief about it. I think 
once we refer him on then we’ll feel a lot better cos, then we’ll feel that we have 
done everything we can to help him but I think there’s still that little bit of edgy 
[feeling], is he going to be OK? (Rose, Field Educator) 
Around this approach, a number of features about Rose’s educative stance were 
discernible. 
She clearly held a structural view of adoption at this period in time, which she 
talked of with Patricia: 
when XXXX gave her testimonial, about … her … forced adopt …well I think it 
was a forced adoption … because she did not have much choice about what she 
did … because it was in the 70s so it was you know a little bit like the 60s 
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(which) were a little bit harsher in terms of what happened … (Rose, Field 
Educator) 
Rose’s perspective on contract tracing as rights-based work emerged in 
discussion on what was involved for birth mothers and adoptees seeking to find one 
another. She explained that in the course of their searching, the agency might obtain the 
information which one party sought, but which the other party might choose to 
withhold. As the agency represented both parties, they were faced with the dilemma of 
whose right to give priority to. The service supported an individual’s right to seek their 
mother or child, but also the other’s right to privacy: 
… we have to mediate between the both of them. So if we find the birth mum 
and she says ‘no I don’t want to have contact’, we have to respect her right to 
say ‘no’. But we are also the keeper of the information … which was something 
we deal with every day—people’s right to know over people’s right to privacy. 
(Rose, Field Educator) 
Rose identified a further tension in the activity of contract tracing: 
… because if we took it on, what we ask our clients that they stop searching all 
together, because we worry about if two of us are doing it parallel together, that, 
that if they go off searching in outreach and phoning people and knocking on 
doors, it could damage what we’re doing … but if people just go willy nilly … 
we can understand their desperation and why they need to do it, but they also 
need to know that there’s a process … if he knocks on the wrong door or 
whatever it could shut it down altogether … it’s all depending on what you say 
to them (the person being approached). (Rose, Field Educator) 
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When asked how typical this session was, Rose answered: 
… this is probably more intense because of what, what we witnessed, but, but 
most of the time it’s pretty much you know, it’s a … it’s a back and forth. We’ll 
probably talk, need to talk about it (the client interview) a couple … just to sort 
of you know, debrief about it. (Rose, Field Educator) 
5.4 Case Study 3: Charlotte 
Charlotte was based in a community development organisation in an inner-city 
area with a large social housing population. The agency ran a series of services in 
conjunction with the residents and provided placement opportunities for four to eight 
social work students each year. The agency was well respected and worked closely with 
a range of organisations, including the neighbouring university. Charlotte was a very 
experienced Field Educator, having supervised students from a range of universities 
over a period of more than 10 years. Charlotte saw supervising students as a Field 
Educator an expression of her commitment to the social work profession. She saw her 
perspective on supervision as tied to her personal qualities and was critical (or doubting) 
of herself as a Field Educator. 
In the videotaped supervision session, Charlotte was supporting Judith, 
completing her final placement of an undergraduate degree. Judith had a prior tertiary 
qualification but had chosen to study social work as a consequence of her experiences as 
a refugee. She was approaching the midpoint of her placement. Judith was engaged in 
the general work of the agency, and seemed particularly aware of the poverty and 
inequality she encountered in this community. 
At the time of the interview, Charlotte was supervising two social work students, 
and so was able to make comparisons between the different approaches she took to the 
different students, as well as compare the videotaped supervision session with previous 
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experiences. Using the videotaped supervision session as stimulus, Charlotte identified 
a number of strategies she used to support student learning. A priority for Charlotte was 
the creation of an environment in which students could learn, although the nature of this 
environment differed between students: 
I think it’s developing students’ social work practice quite simply. But I think it 
should be a supportive learning environment, where they can be challenged and 
they can challenge, so the challenge can go both ways, um, and I think Judith is 
a nice example because over time she’s just shifted hugely. She’s got this really 
nice balance of asking questions but then taking a lot, going and being very self-
directed in her learning, so going away and reading lots and talking to people 
and she’s very reflective, very reflective. There’s a little bit of a time frame you 
know we talk about reflecting, reflecting, reflecting to actually taking an action 
or changing or moving. Supervision in terms of students I think is really about 
supporting their learning and supporting them to, particularly in fourth year, to 
start to know what their social work identity is. You know we’re not all clones 
of each other so to understand what is unique about them and their practice. 
(Charlotte, Field Educator) 
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Charlotte thought it was important to acknowledge that each student was an 
adult learner, already carrying knowledge when they came on placement. This included 
recognising the students’ history and differences, their strengths and limitations. Such 
an approach allowed for differences between students and accommodated what 
Charlotte perceived to be their limitations, including in what they had learned and not 
yet learned at university. While Charlotte had significant experience as a Field 
Educator, she still found the multiple roles of providing support, information, 
challenges and accountability complex and at times difficult: 
I think part of it, I think part of it is setting up the structure, initially, so you 
know, having a discussion around the purpose of supervision and being honest 
about [it], [that] … you’re a student, that there is an accountability and 
assessment component to it etc, or whatever, um, I think being open about you 
know, that it is, it is a confidential session, it is about her learning and 
development um, (pause) It’s hard … Well probably, it may be having a 
combination of being willing to provide information, to answer questions, and 
then at other times asking her to have a think about it. Like asking her, why do 
you think, why do you think things are like that? So perhaps there’s a balance. 
(Charlotte, Field Educator) 
Charlotte identified that supervision was richest when the student had at least an 
average level of self-awareness, and was comfortable enough, indeed confident enough, 
to take risks in a safe environment and state her opinions. Explaining the purpose of 
supervision—that it was about the student’s learning and development and that the 
session was confidential—was for her, a key element of building the trust needed to 
enable learning. But a corollary of this was also being direct about the requirement for 
accountability and assessment. Establishing a strong relationship and a structure which 
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incorporated this element aided the student in developing this trust. Supervision 
sessions for Charlotte also provided a site in which to connect theory and practice, with 
a strong focus on reflection and learning. Charlotte indicated she sought to foster an 
environment which enabled mutual learning between Field Educator and student. In this 
way, learning was not didactic nor was it sequential, with shifts in understanding 
occurring over time: 
I think Judith is really open to learning and she has been since the beginning and 
I think that’s something personal to her. Um, I think that she’s very genuine in 
terms of where she’s at in her thinking, and being open about – she’s not 
concerned, she’s not going to come across as judgemental particularly, but she’s, 
she’s not curbing her language whereas some students might. I think as in all 
[our] supervision we just have a relationship which works nicely, with trust there 
between us which, I won’t say was instantaneous, but it didn’t take long to build 
up. And I think for me that part of supervision’s really um you know if you can 
get to that point of a trusting relationship, where it’s OK to question, and it’s OK 
to be the devil’s advocate, and it’s OK to push the boundaries then I think you 
kind of … it flows nicely, and it’s, you both—supervisor and supervisee—both 
get something … You know there’s learning for you both in there. I think 
sometimes I wish I had picked up on some things [in supervision] … may be 
challenged or, I do and I don’t, because with Judith in particular, because I know 
that over time she’s reflecting and she’s doing things I think it’s nice for her to 
come to things in her own time, to reach another conclusion or for her thinking 
to shift on her own, rather than feeling as though she now thinks that way 
because she’s been challenged and that’s the way she should think. And I think 
Judith is mature enough and she’s got such a strong sense of identity that she 
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doesn’t go along with [whatever I say] she’d be willing to engage more, in being 
challenging, if she didn’t agree with what you say [she would let you know] in 
her own quiet, very respectful way (laugh). (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
The strategies used by Charlotte were shaped by the context of the setting, a 
large social housing community in inner Sydney, and practice approach (community 
development). For Charlotte, this context was not one which was well supported by the 
social work degree, resulting in many students struggling: 
I mean it’s a challenge for um, the students to come into a community 
development setting, because so much of the degree is focused, as much as I 
know most of the staff will say it’s about individual, family and community, the 
students don’t experience it like that—90% of the students who come through 
here. And we’d have these conversations about ‘where the hell is this 
community content in the course?’ and we’d say well it’s not there. Or if it is, 
it’s interwoven with so many other ways that it’s not clear to students. It doesn’t 
sit as a unit of study like … and families or health inequalities or social policy 
… (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
Not surprisingly given this context, power and structural disadvantage were two 
concepts which occurred repeatedly in Charlotte’s interview and videotaped supervision 
session. Such concepts included power derived from personal knowledge, the power of 
the social work profession and institutional power. These emerged as overarching 
concepts in the videotaped supervision session, with Judith reflecting on resident 
experiences and her own. Interestingly, this exploration of power was also shaped by 
Judith’s personal history as a refugee, which enabled her to identify the abuse of power 
and to illustrate her understanding of how disempowering such abuse can be. This 
enabled a nuanced discussion of power, with Judith acknowledging her professional 
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power as a social work student in the community. This understanding of power and 
privilege emerged over the placement from reflection, experience and knowledge. The 
following extract (drawn from the videotaped supervision sessions) illustrates this: 
Judith:  [When I first started here] I said ‘oh, they are having everything, medical 
is free, they are getting all the services and they are still going down [to 
emergency relief for help]’. And looking at the school kids I said ‘they have got 
a bus ticket, they have got computers and everything, they have got everything, 
at their disposal, and they are still not making use of it, so they are the ones 
which are responsible for their situation’. 
Charlotte: So what’s changed in your mind? 
Judith: What has really changed me was [remembering the] social policy [unit of 
study]. We did something [in class] about the money, like the welfare, the 
money which is being given to families, and when you look at what they are 
supposed to spend, and with this money you want to fit it all in there and when 
you think of raising up a child in this country, it’s very expensive. 
Charlotte identified a number of challenges for students specific to the 
community development practice context; in particular, ‘boundary management’: 
And I guess the other, the other part about boundaries and seeing other 
colleagues practice community work, there’s a huge difference in terms of how 
people will um, manage boundaries. Social workers tend to be similar, but 
because in community work we are working with people who are not from a 
social work background, they do that quite differently. And I think we’re 
ingrained in social work, you know it’s one of those things we are trained so 
heavily in, is the management of boundaries but [social work education is] very 
much based on that worker–client relationship, but I think in community work, 
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um, it is very different and the longer you work in a community as well, the 
more they get to know about you and I think the more you feel comfortable you 
get to know the community of people, you get a sense of what’s useful and 
what’s not useful. (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
For Charlotte, theory offered a range of ways of working; it informed and 
supported a social worker’s practice. How this happens depended on the context of 
practice, which theories were drawn on and how theory was used. She spoke of her way 
of helping the student, that if they came wanting to talk about a theory she would ask 
for some advance warning so she can prepare. If the student did not want to talk about 
theories or was not interested, she would ask them specifically to come next time with a 
theory or an article which both would prepare and discuss. For Charlotte, ‘it is much 
more intentional’. The use of theory to inform practice was identified by Charlotte as 
one of the biggest differences between social workers and welfare workers: 
Social work theory? Well it’s knowledge and framework which supports the 
way we practice. Given the range of um, gives us a range of options in terms of 
how we do that. So depending on how you draw on theory or which theory you 
draw on yourself, across the various contexts of social worker, and I guess that’s 
possibly um, the biggest difference between welfare workers and social workers, 
is having that theory which does inform what we do and supports what we do … 
and sometimes it’s a bit of an excuse for decisions we are making, and I think it 
does, it does, give the profession a bit of rigour in a way. You know we’re not I 
guess … in simplistic terms, we’re not just here being do-gooders. There’s a 
rationale, there’s a reason for what we’re doing and that kind of knowledge, the 
base knowledge which the degree provides in terms of um sociology, 
psychology, politics, in society health and all those larger frameworks which 
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theories are then more specific about, we engage in various context. (Charlotte, 
Field Educator) 
During the interview Charlotte reflected she had found that the linking of 
theories and practices was different for each student, and she sought to work with each 
student’s style. She had seen that some settled on just one theory, while others went 
back and forth between experience and theories. In Charlotte’s opinion, one of the 
theories which was particularly useful in community work was systems theory, as it 
helped to lift the students’ view of social issues beyond the individual to social 
structures and more complex issues. She found that some students came with a really 
clear understanding of structural issues, while others came much more focused on what 
was happening for individual. 
5.5 Case Study 4: Keith 
Keith was the manager of an NGO in a regional city which provided 
community-based services to people who had mental health problems. He was a 
graduate of an Australian university, and had come to social work later in life, bringing 
a background in research and writing. Having worked in both government and non-
government organisations, he preferred what he perceived as the greater freedom of 
working in an NGO. He had close ties to the local university and had made a point of 
providing placements to students for two reasons: which the organisation offered an 
uncommon and, in his eyes important learning experience for students in this city, and 
which the students offered a valuable resource to the organisation, particularly in 
implementing its research agenda. He held a position of manager and social work 
supervisor for all the students who were placed at the agency. He had been supervising 
students for 10 years and drew on his experiences over that time as he discussed his 
approach to supervision. 
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Simone was a student in the final year of a Master of Social Work (Qualifying) 
degree and had a prior degree in psychology. Keith found her to be a particularly 
capable and engaged student. 
In keeping with the methodology of the study, Keith used the video tape as a 
prompt to explain his views on supervision, the strategies he had used in the session and 
his views on theory in practice. In the videotaped session, Keith was discussing with 
Simone two reports she had written at the conclusion of her placement. He explained 
that he was using this discussion as a means of bringing her placement to a conclusion: 
So the two things we focused on were the piece of research that she had been 
doing, as part of the placement which is around school non-attendance, for 
young people who may be experiencing issues around anxiety and depression 
and the other part of the placement was around the development of the model of 
care within the mental health team which she is working in and we were giving 
them an evidence base essentially. These were the two pieces of work. The other 
two pieces of work we reviewed yesterday previously. (Keith, Field Educator) 
Keith held it to be important to acknowledge that these students were adult 
learners. To foster this learning, he adopted a facilitative role, assisting social work 
students to complete the placement successfully, and adopting an adult education 
process engaging the student through cooperative planning and mutual responsibility for 
the work undertaken. 
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This meant in practice developing the student’s learning contract together, so 
that the objectives of both the student and the organisation would be addressed, and 
working primarily in a facilitative capacity, with such directive input as he considered 
needed: 
… with every placement, I start out with students to let them know that our key 
goal is to get them through this placement, with their full engagement, and their 
enthusiasm, around making the most of the opportunity to learn and participate 
in the life of the organisation. (Keith, Field Educator) 
He indicated that in his supervision it was important that he recognise that each 
student was different, arriving with different resources and approaches to contribute, 
rather than [he] being the only one who has the skills and knowledge and ability to 
address the issues. Among these differences, he identified that learning came more 
easily for some students than for others. Accordingly, he would adjust his style of 
supervision for different students, with their varying experiences and levels of education 
and maturity. He saw his responsibility as being to ask questions and facilitate 
discussion; the student’s role was to present him with her experience and her analysis of 
where she was up to in the placement, what had she learned, what assistance she needed 
and where she was going next in her work. As part of this approach, he also sought each 
student’s feedback about how the agency worked: 
… to be a new set of eyes, um to give me feedback about what they see in the 
organisation that we may in some way learn from. (Keith, Field Educator) 
He considered that Simone was conceptually quick, well informed and capable, 
which enabled him to work in a very collegial way with her. He described the session 
being discussed as representative of their way of working together, saying: 
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That’s typical of the supervision sessions with Simone. In so far as my role is to 
ask questions and facilitate discussion, her role is to um, to present me with her 
experience and her perception of, or analysis of [her findings] and what we 
essentially do is where is she currently up to in the placement, what has she 
learned, what assistance does she need and where is she going next? We had a 
normal discussion around that. With someone like Simone it’s very easy to have 
a free ranging hour-long sort of discussion about the placement, and then you 
wrap into that the bits which she needs to do in terms of the learning agreement 
… and how do we do that in a fairly seamless kind of way, but always knowing 
that we’re touching on it in some way throughout the discussion. (Keith, Field 
Educator) 
Keith had found some students much easier to work with because they ‘will 
come ready to engage, others want to be filled rather than share what they’re full of and 
so they become more difficult’. He illustrated this with an experience of one student 
with whom he negotiated a compromise agreement about the learning contract, which 
had not satisfied the university; ultimately, the student withdrew from the degree. 
He illustrated this further when he spoke of the differences he had encountered 
between MS(Q) students and those who came to study without this prior learning: 
The level of guidance required is a lot less. Again, someone who’s got a high 
level of initiative, conceptually very strong—able to grasp what the issue is, able 
to go out and do independent research, do the desk top research independently, 
no issues with engaging with key stakeholders, person to person, and very 
highly organised. So that was a really big difference. We’ve had undergraduate 
students, whom I had to give really a lot of guidance to and nudge along and 
they have been the students, I suppose, who are really clear about the 
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requirements for success in the course rather than the outcomes of the 
placement. (Keith, Field Educator) 
But he also maintained an evaluative position noting that: 
If things are not going well they need to know early and we’ve got to do 
something about it. (Keith, Field Educator) 
The data from the session review revealed that Keith saw the role of theory in 
practice as very important. He considered it to be critical to combine practice with some 
social work theory, as the prism through which a social worker analysed an issue. He 
saw this prism as extending beyond simply critical analysis in the workplace to a way of 
seeing the world. He recognised that there were a range of values ‘wrapped up’ in 
theories: 
I think is really important in every aspect of our lives, whether it be in terms of 
how we look at … social events or phenomena or how we read stories in the 
paper, and make sense of them through our theoretical or analytical lens if you 
like, that it’s honed from our practice as social workers and our development of 
values and ethics and the ideologies I suppose—theories or ideologies which we 
develop, to guide our practice. (Keith, Field Educator) 
To address this, he ensured that: 
… we discussed the importance of theory and then talked about its application 
and then analysed and applied it to … her paid work, or the focus of the research 
… obviously we’re guided through this through the learning agreement which is 
about looking at a lot of those things, and so … it’s about knowing … what the 
profession is looking for … in its burgeoning professionals. (Keith, Field 
Educator) 
In discussing the session, he explained that: 
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Essentially what we were discussing throughout the supervision was around the 
process by which she would write up the interviews. Also I suppose exploring 
some of the issues raised by young people and how she wanted to present those 
in her research report. It also allowed us to have some discussion around some 
of the social work theories which she might want to include—(ones which) 
identify not only her role but also the experience of young people, their 
experience of their engagement with education, which in the main was around 
alternative education, rather than mainstream education and some of the issues at 
work occurring for them. At the end of it I was trying to focus discussion on the 
social work theory and the application to her research, and its inclusion in the 
report. So whilst a lot of it was around the process of gathering information and 
identifying some of the issues for young people and how they might best be 
presented in the report, it was also a discussion around key factors which made 
for a person’s successful transition through this process. What were some of the 
key indicators which would support that successful outcome if you like, and 
what were their prevalence, in the young people that she’d been speaking with. 
(Keith, Field Educator) 
The strategies used by Keith in the session were directed in part by the context 
of community-based mental health service and his position of external supervisor. This 
meant he had responsibility for the social work dimension of Simone’s learning, and not 
for the administrative supervision. His primary strategy was facilitative, building on 
Simone’s ability and turning to more direct approaches as he judged were needed. As a 
consequence of his primary stance towards supervision, he adopted a collegial approach 
with Simone, using inductive questioning and prompting, reverting to nudging and more 
active processes when she had failed to include theoretical concepts in her report. 
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Context shaped Keith’s supervision as he identified areas he thought important 
to foster in students working in the mental health field: 
My role, as I said, when I spoke with you yesterday, I haven’t read any sort of 
journal articles on supervision, my role is to ensure that students who come in 
the placement here are aware of their critical role which they play as 
professionals and the things which are really important to me the sort of 
knowledge, I mean, one that’s really important is obviously the social work 
ethics, the Code of Ethics, and that they are aware, and that they actually in 
some way internalise those principles and ethics … This is really important, the 
notion of the use of self. I mean placing themselves in a situation and [to 
recognise] the role which they play in and what comes with that is this notion of 
critical self-awareness which I think is important—that people are aware of the 
impact which they have in any situation which they play, particularly 
professionally. And the last one is, which I think is really important is this 
overall critical analysis, in every aspect of our lives, whether it be in terms of 
how we look at sort of social events or phenomena or how we read stories in the 
paper, and make sense of them through our theoretical or analytical lens if you 
like, which it’s honed from our practice as social workers and our development 
of values and ethics and the ideologies I suppose—theories or ideologies which 
we develop, to guide our practice. (Keith, Field Educator) 
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He considered that on placement it was important that a student became aware 
of their role as social workers. He deliberately incorporated a reflexive approach into 
the work, so that the student became aware of the impact which they had in any 
situation in which they played a part and gained the knowledges they would need for 
practice: 
I’ve taken a very deliberate approach to having those discussions throughout the 
placement. For instance in doing research it’s … thinking about what’s my 
relationship with the young people which I’ve been researching, what’s my 
relationship with a school pastoral care advisor, what’s my relationship with the 
education provider: so she’s very much aware of the role which she plays and 
the position which she comes from as a practitioner and how she may influence 
any interaction. (Keith, Field Educator) 
The videotaped session revealed that the discussion between Keith and Simone 
about her research report covered social justice, power, discrimination and discourse. 
He saw this acknowledgement of power as one way in which social work differentiated 
itself from psychology (this student’s undergraduate degree): 
We’ve had discussion about that as well and about movements which are 
focused on shifting the discourse to others. So it’s around having these necessary 
discussions around theory and practice. (Keith, Field Educator) 
Keith identified in Simone’s learning a new awareness of recovery: 
Because she may not have had this focus on the notion of recovery prior to 
working in the team which she is in now. I find this a nice cross over, because in 
our supervision discussions we’ve talked about how, what did she take from the 
placement which she can use within her own work setting. Working in mental 
health specifically has been new for her … And it’s interesting because she 
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starts talking about the notion of recovery now through this research, for young 
people which may not have been in her vocabulary beforehand. (Keith, Field 
Educator) 
In the exchange about school refusal in the videotaped session, it was evident 
that Keith’s use of a facilitative strategy moved the exchange about school refusal from 
a personal problem, as defined by other agencies, to a social issue located in a set of 
social systems, beyond simply the student. Together in the supervision session, Keith 
and Simone shaped it as an issue relating to disempowerment, lack of voice and 
labelling. But the discussion did not extend to any consideration of structural issues and 
how these might have contributed to the problem. 
Keith explained why at one stage in the review of the session, he had pressed 
Simone to think about social work theories. Drawing on his experience, he stated that 
she was one of two Master of Social Work (Qualifying) students with whom he had 
worked, both with a prior degree in psychology and both weaker in their knowledge of 
social work theory and ideology. Simone had identified a number of psychological 
theories which she found reflected her research findings, for example, a school refusal 
assessment scale, social learning theory, the impact of environment and psychoanalytic 
theory. As a consequence, Simone made a connection between concepts of 
postmodernism and power, which she had used in a presentation earlier in her 
placement. 
Specifically, Keith saw theories as guiding practice. He spoke of taking different 
theories and applying them to different forms of social work. He spoke too of how 
theories give rise to different ways of analysing a situation and how different 
approaches will follow in practice. Yet, while using the word ‘applying’ theories to 
practices, his approach in the session had been inductive. He invited Simone to name 
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theories which she had seen evidenced in the research, not the other way round. With 
her, as with all students, he considered it was critical to combine the research with 
social work theory, to re-enforce it in the report. It complemented her learning and 
addressed the requirements of the placement: 
Because whilst it’s a good piece of research, I suppose my experience of 
research is about finding articles which support the work that you’re doing, and 
confirm an approach that you might want to, or a view that you might want to 
take. But I think, whilst that’s good, as a social work placement it’s really 
critical to combine that with some social work theory (so as) to re-enforce the 
social work theory in the research that she’s doing … it complements her 
learning in the placement and addresses the requirements of the placement rather 
than to think of the research as being a static piece of research but about having 
a professional social work perspective on the research as well. (Keith, Field 
Educator) 
Context was also evident in the emphasis Keith gave to summing up Simone’s 
second piece of research into articulating the model of care used by one of the mental 
health teams. He described it as:  
… a piece of evidence-based model of care which clearly articulates their 
approach to their work. It’s also that notion of, it’s a model of care built upon 
evidence, which is probably the strongest part of it. (Keith, Field Educator) 
Perhaps Keith’s view of placement was summarised in his comment that: 
Our concern is around the early onset of mental ill health and, I believe that 
there is a growing role for professional education around social work and mental 
health. Actually I believe there is need for a specific unit, within (social work) 
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education around mental health and social work practice essentially. (Keith, 
Field Educator) 
5.6 Case Study 5: Katie 
Katie, supervising Gail, worked in an inner-city community legal centre in a 
large Australian city. The centre was located in a community of mixed resources—some 
residents were financially very comfortable, but there was also a high percentage of 
state housing and a significant Indigenous population. The agency had a very strong 
focus on human rights and a well-established policy of providing opportunities for law 
students to working voluntarily in the centre. They did not employ social workers, but 
had a tradition of offering placements to social work students. 
Katie was the off-site supervisor engaged to undertake this supervision by the 
university which Gail attended. This role was familiar to Katie, as she had provided 
supervision in this capacity for a number of students in recent years, and at this point in 
time, was supervising four students, one of whom was on placement with Gail. Katie 
had a doctoral degree and had taught at the university Gail attended. Gail was born 
overseas and had a tertiary qualification in another discipline. Katie considered that Gail 
brought to her study a life experience and maturity different to many younger 
undergraduate students. 
In the videotaped session which Katie was reviewing, she and Gail discussed 
three events in Gail’s work. The first was a community meeting she had attended with 
the Indigenous community and the state government department responsible for child 
and family services. The second was a fraught encounter which Gail had had at intake 
with an Indigenous woman whom the agency was unable to help. The third was the 
evaluation of her placement. As Katie reviewed the video tape of the session, she 
identified a series of elements which delineated her perspective on supervision. 
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Katie explained that a key consideration in her supervision was to make this 
placement meaningful to Gail, in contrast to her own experience when she had been a 
student: 
Sometimes I think, you know, in my placements as a student social worker, the 
supervision which I received was terrible, so I hope that I can provide something 
better for them. And, you know, I think it’s a really important learning 
opportunity because it’s the type of work which they’re going to be ultimately 
doing—and they need to be able to make those links between what they learn at 
university and the theories as well as the practical side of things. (Katie, Field 
Educator) 
Katie identified field education as an important opportunity for a student to put 
into practice in a work environment some of the skills they are learning, and to support 
them in this process. She explained that, for her, it was also very important to give the 
student a meaningful experience of placement (in contrast to her own placements as a 
student) ‘so that they don’t just tick off 60 days’. 
In reviewing the session, she disclosed that her experience had taught her that 
students often acted without thinking, so she endeavoured to use supervision as a place 
to reflect, ‘to really consider I guess the thinking behind what they’re doing’. Field 
education was also a place to learn about professional identity, to consider questions 
such as, ‘what would I as a social worker have done?’ 
She said she found ‘it’s hard to describe to people what the process is and there 
isn’t a set formula’. Yet, as the review proceeded, various elements emerged of her 
process. 
Katie used her role to facilitate Gail’s learning, to take her towards 
understandings which would become internalised and accessible in the future. To do 
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this, she adopted an inductive approach to building skills and knowledge throughout the 
placement, by fostering understanding: 
Not really telling them that’s what they’ve got—because they have to come 
around to that understanding, I think … And I think that’s important for a 
student placement that they can see the value and benefit of what they’re doing 
… and to make the role one of prompting and facilitating the student’s ability to 
think things through for herself. (Katie, Field Educator) 
Katie’s decision to move to a more didactic strategy was determined by her 
knowledge of the classes Gail had taken in her studies. In this instance, she knew that 
she had had minimal experience in research, so she sought to offer direction. How she 
gave this direction varied: sometimes it was straight forward input; at other times, she 
took the opportunity to extend the student’s learning, for example, by giving Gail a 
resource which she could use to guide her work. She considered this to be more 
productive than simply telling her how to write it: ‘I know about doing research but she 
doesn’t necessarily know and so it’s important to build up her skills level throughout 
the placement and knowledge’. (Katie, Field Educator) 
Katie viewed the relationship with the student as important because, for her, it 
embedded their learning. She considered that ‘if the student trusted and respected you, 
these are a good place to start’. In this instance, she thought that she and Gail had a 
strong relationship, developed over weeks of hourly contact. She thought that having 
such things in common as gender and age might have assisted the development of the 
relationship. Katie stated that she endeavoured to foster a relationship which was not 
expert–student; rather, she sought to make it as unhierarchical as possible. 
She recognised that students were adult learners with different knowledges and 
experiences: 
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Yes, it always about saying that we all come with different resources and 
approaches and different things to contribute, rather than being the only one who 
has the skills and knowledge and ability to address the issues. (Katie, Field 
Educator) 
She explained that she had worked in this way to foster Gail’s understanding, 
encouraging her to reflect critically on the knowledges she used and where these might 
be drawn from, rather than simply encouraging the student to follow unquestioningly 
what she said. 
At the same time, she thought her ways of supervising were: 
… fairly similar. Of course it depends on the issues which come up, what sorts 
of skills development and theory they bring to that. So I think my framework’s 
probably the same, you just adapt it to the placement setting in a sense and the 
tasks. Maybe [the research] is about telling people that. (Katie, Field Educator) 
The context of Gail’s work with a largely Indigenous population brought 
concepts of social justice and structural disadvantage into prominence. This focus 
appeared to be strongly facilitated by the context of the placement, as well as Gail’s 
full-time research into how intake staff at the agency implemented social justice. Katie 
explained it as: 
I guess, you know, you look at the different sorts of work that happens where the 
placement is and then draw out of that. I guess we talked about strengths-based 
perspectives, we talked about the structural kinds of impediments, we talked 
about systems theory, and that whole idea of individual groups, communities 
and societies—systems approach, I guess we talked about antidiscriminatory 
practice, so we tried to look at the sorts of ways, she was working and then look 
at the sorts of ideals which she was talking about and then move back to the 
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theory so that we could kind of identify the theories which were giving her a 
perspective for the way she was working that, that’s how we did it, I guess. 
(Katie, Field Educator) 
During the session, Katie commented that ‘my understanding that the work at 
(the agency) shows that (social justice approach), because people come in with an issue 
and people take them seriously’. To which Gail added the view that such issues might 
seem easy for others to address but not for those who experienced the structural 
disadvantages of these residents. 
Gail spoke of social justice and how her placement had taught her some of its 
meanings in practice. The inference was that such a view made social justice more 
accessible to everyday social work practice. She said that she learned that social justice 
was not necessarily big United Nations projects, but could be about striving to see 
which each person has the same rights. 
Katie identified this perspective as a key marker in social work: 
… so I think that that’s important that in a way that’s a different kind of 
theoretical stance which a social worker might have to the (another 
professional), even though probably they’re going from a social justice … 
you’re kind of taking a bigger world view in a sense. (Katie, Field Educator) 
In keeping with the emphasis on social justice and structural disadvantage, Katie 
appeared to construct the client as more than an individual with a unique issue: 
… if you look at say systems theory, for example, you’re saying that it’s not just 
an individual existing on their own, but that individual is part of a group, a 
family, part of a community, part of a society. So … you’re saying that there are 
a whole lot of contextual things that are impacting on that person or on the 
situation which that person finds themselves in. And maybe that’s also about 
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recognising that there are structural barriers to why perhaps they are finding 
themselves in need of (assistance). (Katie, Field Educator) 
While Katie said little overtly at this point of her perception of integrating theory 
and practice, the videotaped session showed that for Katie, the connection between 
theory and practice lay in deducing the thinking behind what the student had done. This 
view of the theory–practice link included considering the broad structural issues which 
influenced clients and deconstructing how a student thought: 
… getting back to our theory of structural disadvantage. Why can’t the parents 
look after their children? Possibly because they haven’t had an education, they 
don’t have access to employment and so they’re the sort of structural barriers 
which are stopping them from doing that, and it becomes a real issue about how 
you deal with that. (Katie, Field Educator) 
Context shaped a range of strategies for Katie, particularly as Gail had been 
given the research question and left to operationalise and carry it through independently: 
… you know it was very, very broad—that was the question, and together we 
kind of worked out how she was going to do it and it involved observational 
research, it involved interviews—it involved telephone interviews, it involved 
face-to-face interviews and it involved some semi-structured interviews where 
she got some information about case studies. (Katie, Field Educator) 
Gail’s inexperience in implementing research directed many of the strategies 
which Katie used to develop her learning: 
When they’re busy at the centre, a lot of it comes back to the relationship 
between the student and the supervisor … in this instance, we had a three-way 
conversation between the Field Educator, the student and myself and we talked 
about in broad terms what the project was about, but really in terms of the 
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running of the project, which was left to the student and myself to organise. So 
that, you know, that, you hope that that’s going to work out. (Katie, Field 
Educator) 
Again, as Gail began to reflect critically on how her ideas were socially 
constructed, the relationship came into prominence. She also spoke of the importance of 
questioning information and of seeking evidence on which to base her opinions and of 
the need to keep challenging herself, but also of how it left her feeling a bit confused at 
the end of it. The supervisor’s inductive approach to learning facilitated and supported 
such exploration. Katie commented: 
I asked her that the other day, and because maybe because the agency is 
completely legal, she found it was helpful having another student who was a 
social work student, just to bounce off how different it is—being a social worker 
in that environment and also because it’s so busy that they had to hot desk and 
things, it was always nice knowing they could have a chat or go for coffee—she 
felt it would have been quite lonely if there hadn’t been another student there. 
(Katie, Field Educator) 
Katie also sought to make the most of the particular context, saying: 
… because they [the students] both sat in on interviews and saw how the 
lawyers did their work; their thinking was ‘well what sorts of question would I 
have asked?’ Um so less about the nuts and bolts of the law and more about—so 
let’s understand holistic kind of, more about the person that’s sitting in front of 
me. The lawyers did not go into that stuff. They kind of … the reason they were 
there and let’s look at the practical things that I can do to help you. (Katie, Field 
Educator) 
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Her primary strategy was inductive—drawing from the student what was 
happening, how she was learning and leading her to discover for herself how she was 
thinking and why. Katie’s work was tailored to the student’s abilities and shaped by her 
confidence in the student’s engagement, which she indicated was more evident than in 
the two students who were based elsewhere. Her strategies built on Gail’s strengths—
her readiness to engage in the learning process, her capacity to ask questions to prepare 
for supervision and to follow up on undertakings. She would fill gaps in her knowledge 
as these emerged. Specific strategies included open-ended questions, providing 
feedback, normalising, providing tools, modelling, facilitating deconstruction of 
concepts and contextualising work. 
Katie explained that she had done little formal study around supervision—a 
university introductory course and some reading—but she had never had any feedback 
about her supervision: 
You know, I’ve got no benchmark. I’ve got no idea whether I’m doing it 
correctly. You just do what you know. In a sense you work together to try and 
get them through the placement and hopefully achieve the goals they want to, 
but I don’t know if I am doing it right or not. (Katie, Field Educator) 
She indicated that participating in the research was slightly threatening, and she 
was not able to forget she was being videotaped (in contrast to the student). However, 
she: 
… thought [the research process] was fine, because you never talk about your 
supervision, so I’ve always wondered at the back of my mind whether I was 
actually doing it kind of right. (Katie, Field Educator) 
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5.7 Case Study 6: Frances 
Frances worked in a large state hospital located in an inner-city area with a 
mixed economy—one with a range of large institutions, businesses and private and 
public housing estates. The service offered standard and highly specialised medical 
services, not only to residents in the local area but, in some instances, to the entire state. 
The hospital had a very large social work department, which took numerous students 
from a range of professions each semester. Frances was a very experienced supervisor 
with a postgraduate degree in social work from an Australian university. She held a 
dedicated position of social work educator, implying she provided education services to 
social work staff across the hospital. She also acted as the Field Educator for some 
students, as for Tiffany. This meant that she was responsible both for Tiffany’s social 
work and administrative supervision. 
Frances’ student, Tiffany, was in her third year in an undergraduate social work 
degree at a city university. She was on placement with a number of other students from 
different universities, which she considered an advantage as it allowed them help each 
other and to share their different strengths. Tiffany had been undertaking casework in 
the hospital. She had also done some research into social work records and she had 
almost completed this (her first) placement. In this session, Frances was concluding the 
placement with Tiffany, and so was wrapping up the details of her work and completing 
the university requirements for completion. 
The videotaped data showed that Frances used the KIT model (Collingwood, 
Emond, & Woodward, 2008) to structure the session, working systematically with 
Tiffany to identify the theoretical concepts and skills she had used in the casework 
being discussed. Frances worked methodically through the session, adopting an 
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inductive process. She invited Tiffany to nominate where she would like to start and 
Tiffany selected theories. 
As she reviewed the supervision session which had just taken place, Frances 
moved immediately to talk about her perspective on supervision. She saw the role of 
supervisor as having a dual focus, and explained her aim for field education thus: 
I think the role of the supervisor primarily is to ensure the wellbeing of the client 
and secondarily, with equal importance, but if the client’s needs are not being 
met then it meaningless … so for me secondarily is the wellbeing and 
development of the supervisee. That’s how I would see it. (Frances, Field 
Educator) 
As an educator, Frances considered that students had considerable difficulty 
with theory in practice—a difficulty she herself had shared—and spoke at length about 
this. She located part of the difficulty in the structure of social work education, which 
she viewed as promoting a gap between theory and practice: 
I do think there is that dichotomy between the field and the university … they 
teach a theory at the university. That’s their job. And then they [students] come 
and we’ll show them what to do but there is that sort of gap. (Frances, Field 
Educator) 
Frances had found that Tiffany, like many students she had supervised, found 
theories confusing, as they were often not regarded as ‘social work theories’. She 
thought that this uncertainty was compounded for students by the pervasive critique of 
theories which they encountered. Frances clarified that it is for this reason that she used 
the KIT model, to provide some systematic pathway through this seeming maze. Yet 
she had found that while the KIT model was useful, it was limited by the students’ lack 
of theoretical concepts with which to discuss it: 
 152 
Yes. I have found it really good. This is the first year I’ve used it (and it’s pretty 
simple) and it’s been really good … I think it splits it up for them. I’ve always 
done the theories to inform and theories to intervene in a lecture starting with a 
brainstorm of all the theories the students know … So I try and put as much of 
everything they’ve learned and try to put it into some kind of scheme on the 
white board and I think they find that quite useful … But well this time I 
focused more on the KIT model which I’ve just realised, talking to you, it 
doesn’t bring up organisational theory stuff around how would you make a 
change around this in the organisation around this … but I think she (Tiffany) 
knows the names and then she was trying to throw a few things … Like she 
threw person-centred in there, and I didn’t even go down that track because I 
thought, no, let’s just stick with what we’ve got, but … I think they were just 
names—she didn’t understand the stuff behind it. And I was thinking ‘Oh gosh, 
this is the last week and she, we, haven’t got to that bit’, so then I was berating 
myself that she should have had a better understanding of this or that or the other 
at this stage … It (the KIT model) gives you a framework, but you’ve still got to 
know what to put into those spaces and I think it’s very affirming because they 
go ‘oh, wow, I am using a lot of skills, I have got a lot of knowledge, I have 
learned a lot’. Yes, I think it’s quite affirming for that reason, but you still have 
to know what to put in the boxes. I find they often repeat the same things—so 
feminism will come up, and developmental theory will come up, and systems 
theory will come up. (Frances, Field Educator) 
Frances had found that these difficulties were further compounded by the 
context of social work practice in a large hospital. She admitted to grappling with issues 
of theoretical content, because of its complex and unpredictable aspects. She felt 
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challenged to describe a theoretical model succinctly, and it had only been since she had 
taken on this position of student educator and supervised students that she had 
commenced working out how best to manage this: 
I don’t know of a model which actually easily fits hospital social work. It’s 
actually crisis work, but a lot of the theory around crisis, it’s like short-term 
casework—seven sessions one hour a week counselling—we identify the 
problem, then … Whereas in hospital social work you’re doing an assessment, 
and you might know that there’s a problem already, or you might not know but 
you’re open to other problems coming. You’re really doing a screening to see 
whether things are ok and whether people are managing with a range of the 
things, it might be one session, it might be six sessions, it might be five minutes 
this day … (Frances, Field Educator) 
Frances went on to discuss the limitations she perceived in her own 
understanding of the relationship between theory and practice, and how she 
endeavoured to manage these: 
I think I understood a lot of stuff, but I think I didn’t really have a grasp of the 
theories for intervention and I then did a master’s [degree] and I think I got a bit 
more of an understanding, but I still struggled, and it’s only being in this job 
[student educator] and having students where I’ve really had to knuckle down … 
And one theory I read over recently ‘crisis-centred and task-centred models’ 
because I thought crisis centred might actually fit. And I’ve always thought 
yeah, we do task-centred work, the name seems to fit. But when I looked at it I 
thought ‘no’! (Frances, Field Educator) 
Frances had developed a number of strategies which she found useful in 
managing these difficulties. She spent time explaining to the students the purpose of 
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supervision and its limitations. She titrated each student’s learning, to allow them to 
adjust to the context in which they were placed. She stressed the need for them to plan 
for each encounter with a client, and she would start the students off with very basic 
interviews, ‘so essentially their first interviews were about checking if anything had 
changed for a patient’. She deferred the discussion of theory until each had had time to 
settle into the hospital environment: 
Well you need to think about what you’re going to ask. You need to know. You 
can’t just go in and have a conversation with someone. You have to know why 
you’re there, and what sort of information, ideally, you are going to come out 
with at the end, if you’re doing an assessment. (Frances, Field Educator) 
Her experience had taught her the need to emphasise this. She described how 
another student had resisted planning and actually froze in his first interview because 
something happened and he didn’t know what to do: 
I don’t really go there (to theory) too much in the first month, they’ve got 
enough other stuff. But after a month I try and bring it in a bit more … It is hard, 
because it’s [theory] so contested. And I do try and say that to the students at 
some point. (Frances, Field Educator) 
To her, the relationship between Field Educator and student was important, but 
also educational, and so, purposive. For this reason, she considered it important to 
discuss with students the role of supervision in their learning. She advised students that 
she gave feedback. She introduced this feature at the commencement of placement, 
usually in a group as part of their orientation to placement and to supervision. She 
began giving feedback from the start of placement, so that they became accustomed to 
receiving it from her: 
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So she needed a little bit of orientation and encouragement with the supervision 
process. So the first six weeks you know I had to keep going over you really 
need to bring something etc, etc … and giving feedback—which means that 
your whole relationship with them is different. And you have to set up from the 
beginning that you’re giving feedback. So I try and give feedback right from the 
beginning so that they get used to that role. (Frances, Field Educator) 
Frances discussed how another Field Educator, new to the role, with whom she 
worked had not done this, and consequently, a number of problems arose: ‘So we talked 
about it being, you’re an educator and it’s a professional relationship’. 
Perhaps because of her dual roles as educator and supervisor, Frances made a 
number of distinctions about supervision. She spoke of the difference between 
supervision and education, seeing that the latter, which she often conducted in a group 
for all students, called for a strongly didactic approach and supervision. She also 
distinguished between supervisor and counsellor, explaining that she considered the 
relationship to be different. As a consequence of this, she sought to be very circumspect 
about the questions she asked of students. 
As part of her approach, Frances based much of her supervision on an adult 
learning model. She sought to assist students to become independent learners, who 
understood their particular learning style. Consequently, she sought to foster Kim’s 
awareness of how she learned, what she had learned and how she made this transition. 
She had a number of strategies to incorporate this knowledge into her supervision 
sessions, and used supervision as a place to reflect. She routinely asked students to 
complete an evaluation of their placement, which included an evaluation of supervision, 
as she perceived supervision as part of the larger whole: 
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So I suppose I’m trying to get her interested in how she learned and how she 
shifted and what helped her to get there. Because I think that like with an adult 
learning model it would help her to be able to go through that process you know. 
I try to articulate that with them, where they’re up to. (Frances, Field Educator) 
In individual sessions, she asked the student to draw up the agenda, and added 
items she considered necessary. The content of supervision included the student’s 
successes, things to improve and ethical decision making. She clearly worked with the 
whole person, monitoring the emotional tone of the session. She saw this as a means of 
supporting Tiffany’s learning—addressing emotional issues around Tiffany’s learning 
to assist their practice with clients, to understand how the client might have been feeling 
and to regulate interactions with a client. To do this, she used the Kadushin model 
(Kadushin & Harkness, 2014) as a reminder to consider the educational supportive and 
administrative dimensions of supervision. However, she qualified this, saying that while 
it was helpful, it also felt basic: 
But it’s supporting the person, the work; but I don’t think that says a lot. To me 
it’s about supporting them through the impact of the work on them and the 
impact of their personal stuff on the work. (Frances, Field Educator) 
In the videotaped session, she checked how Tiffany was feeling about the 
taping, as confidence was a big issue for Tiffany: 
I think it’s really important to be able to identify how you’re feeling because that 
tells you a bit about what’s happening. Because if you can’t identify how you’re 
feeling, how can you stop yourself behaving inappropriately because of your 
feelings, so you need to be able to identify when a client annoys you or 
frustrates you or makes you sad or makes you bored or … you know because 
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then it’s that recognition, that ability to have the self-knowledge that is quite 
important. (Frances, Field Educator) 
She was also prepared to discuss areas of her own life which influenced the 
students because of the close environment in which they worked: 
Look I don’t mind a bit of self-disclosure. Obviously I’m you know, somewhat 
careful about that, but um, I do tell them about things which happen and I use all 
sorts of examples of things which come up. So for example, a big one which 
comes up is dementia, and my mother’s got dementia and that’s something 
which I need to educate them about too, because they’re working with older 
people. So I’ll give them that example, and also because it’s part of my life and 
we’re working in the same office and environment. (Frances, Field Educator) 
Frances acknowledged that she used both inductive and didactic roles in her 
supervision. In the review of the session, she acknowledged that she had consciously 
tried to adopt a more inductive and less directive style in supervision. On this occasion, 
she led the session using a predominantly inductive technique within her perspective. 
She explained that she had worked hard to develop a challenging but inductive style: 
I’ve had earlier students when I didn’t have as much experience, where probably 
I did too much planning and didn’t sort of push them into the doing enough and 
in retrospect I think I really gave them a disservice by being kind and you know, 
responding to their anxiety, so they didn’t really get into doing as much as they 
could have, you know … I feel like in the past I’m more inclined to [pause], you 
know, a topic comes up and then I tell them and so I’ve had to really step back 
and try and draw things, ask more questions. So that’s been my own sort of 
learning in terms of my own supervision style—is to try, so it’s been to try and 
so it’s been … yeah. (Frances, Field Educator) 
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In the videotaped session discussion around power, Frances showed the 
strategies she used to assist the student co-construct theoretical concepts. These 
included using an inductive approach through questioning to extend the student’s 
thinking about pertinent theoretical concepts to explain the client’s situation; at times, 
however, Frances reverted to a more didactic style: ‘… a bit further on from this … she 
talked about something and then I gave it the name—ageism … She was alluding to it, 
but she didn’t identify it in that way’. (Frances, Field Educator) 
Frances later spoke of the challenge this presented to her: ‘I was struggling to 
describe what I meant because it’s hard to do it without giving her all the answers …’ 
(Frances, Field Educator) 
Having named these theories, Frances began to explore with Tiffany how the 
theories might inform her practice. She did this through a series of questions: What are 
some of the normal reactions around bereavement—some things that you could expect? 
So how would that relate to bereavement theory?’  
Frances used more solution-focused questions to help the student to consider 
how she might have improved her interaction with a patient. 
Having acknowledged that people react to bereavement differently, she spoke of 
some people not being ready to accept the loss or of the possibility of their not wanting 
to talk of it. 
The review of the session showed that while Frances and Tiffany spoke of issues 
of power and discrimination, they did not refer to organisational issues, a fact which 
Frances identified during the review. The review set of data showed that, for Frances, 
the unpredictability of social work practice was compounded by having the employing 
agency as a client, whose needs might be quite different: 
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… the aspect of hospital-employed social work is, and lots of organisationally 
employed social workers (which is almost everyone), that your organisation is a 
client as well, in some ways. So you do have to meet the needs of the 
organisation. (Frances, Field Educator) 
When asked about the influence of neoliberalism on her work, she added: 
‘Managerialism is invisible now I think because it’s so accepted’. (Frances, 
Field Educator) 
When asked how typical the session was, she stated: 
Look, it was different. I asked Tiffany afterwards if she ever forgot and she said 
that she knew that the camera was there the whole time. I think it lost 
[something] … We’d discussed that client before a number of times and I think 
she chose it because it was safe and so I don’t think she did any particular 
learning about that client although she probably did some new learning around 
theory. (Frances, Field Educator) 
5.8 Summary 
This chapter considered the experiences of Field Educators in supporting student 
learning, particularly in relation to the strategies each used and the influence of context. 
The chapter presented an analysis of each of the case studies as a whole. The findings 
showed that each Field Educator treats the supervision session as a unit, weaving 
together a range of factors, with the focus on each student’s learning in the particular 
context of the placement, the student’s characteristics and stage of study. The following 
chapter discusses the findings across the six case studies. 
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Chapter 6: Section A Theme 1 The Significance of 
Relationship-Based Supervision: Student-Centred 
Educational Processes 
The first theme identified during the researcher’s analysis related to the 
significance of the relationship between Field Educator and student in the education 
process. The researcher concluded from the session reviews and her observational data 
that Field Educators placed great importance on the relationship between themselves 
and the student. They all appeared to regard the relationship between themselves and the 
students as central to their teaching style. This served two purposes: they viewed the 
relationship as both an important vehicle for learning and as an objective of their 
teaching process, in keeping with social work as a relational activity. The researcher 
noted that while this relationship appeared to be regarded by all participants as a 
significant part of the educative process, it might be expressed in different ways. 
For Stephanie (Field Educator) and Kim (student), this was shown by their 
shared laughter at the commencement of the session at Stephanie’s comment about ‘the 
usual way they do things’. No doubt this reflected in part an element of nervousness 
about being videotaped, but this interpretation of the strength of the relationship seemed 
later supported by Kim’s apparent ease in disagreeing with her Field Educator about 
whether a certain level of nervousness was helpful for her when doing a presentation. 
For Keith (Field Educator), while the importance of the relationship was not explicitly 
stated, a strong connection seemed evident to the researcher from her observations, both 
from the ready flow of the discussion between Simone (student) and Keith as they 
reviewed the work Simone had been doing and later in the way he asked her three times 
if she could identify any social work theories from her findings. The place of the 
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relationship was evidenced between Charlotte (Field Educator) and Judith (student) in 
the candidness of their exchange, as Judith talked frankly about her judgemental views 
of some people—views which  had later changed as she learned more about life in 
Australia. When asked in the session review what features she considered important in 
her supervision, Charlotte spoke specifically of the importance of the relationship 
between herself and the student: 
I think that she (Judith) is very genuine in terms of where she’s at in her 
thinking, and being open about … she’s not concerned, (that) she’s going to 
come across as judgemental particularly, but she’s not curbing her language 
whereas some students might. I think as in all supervision we just have a 
relationship which works nicely; the trust between us—which, I won’t say was 
instantaneous, [but it] didn’t take long to build up. And I think for me … if you 
can get to that point of a trusting relationship, where it’s OK to question, and it’s 
OK to be the devil’s advocate, and it’s OK to push the boundaries then I think 
you kind of … it flows nicely, and it’s, you both—supervisor and supervisee—
both get something. (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
This quote has been used before in the text but it provides insight into how 
Charlotte seeks to create a supportive learning relationship based on trust, which 
enables her to challenge students. This emphasis was echoed by Katie (Field Educator) 
in a comment previously referred to in Chapter 5, when she stated that ‘if the student 
trusted and respected you, this is a good place to start’. Frances (Field Educator) too 
explained that she considered the quality of the relationship between herself and a 
student important. 
Each of the Field Educators adopted what could be called relational student-
centred education processes. This finding concurs with the literature on adult education, 
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however the participant Field Educators drew on a much more specific use of 
relationship to support students to link theories and practices. For the participants in the 
research, the relationship was not an end in itself. Rather, it was grounded in a particular 
context, with a specific purpose, using principles of adult education. It is student centred 
(Abel & Campbell, 2009), which meant tailoring this teaching to each student’s 
particular characteristics. It was located in the context of learning for social work 
practice, where the Field Educators had set up the relationship as purposeful, bounded 
and challenging. 
This emphasis on the importance of the educator-student relationship is 
supported unequivocally in the social work literature (Cleak & Smith, 2012; Karpetis, 
2010; McPherson, Frederico, & McNamara, 2016; Wayne et al., 2010). The relationship 
constitutes one of the items students valued in supervision (Barretti, 2009; Southern, 
2007). Further, it is spoken of not just in the social work literature, but also the 
education literature more generally. 
Liberante (2012), discussing classroom teaching, identified that the education 
literature refers repeatedly to the contribution made to learning by the relationship 
between teacher and student. This influence is seen as being a two-way process, with 
individual characteristics influencing the relationship and the relationship in turn 
supporting an individual student’s successful learning outcomes. She considered that it 
was one of the most powerful elements in the learning environment. It was seen as 
forming the social context within which learning occurs, as it fosters a context which 
promotes a sense of school belonging and of cooperative participation. However, in 
discussing the adult education literature, there is much confusion around the term 
support, and the range of activities and needs being considered would be better captured 
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by the term ‘supportive’. For these Field Educators, the relationship had a number of 
characteristics. It was seen as purposive, bounded and evaluative. 
6.1 Purposive 
The relationship was seen not only as important but as purposive. The primary 
purpose of supervision was seen as educational for social work practice in the particular 
context of the agency. This gave the relationship one of its principle objectives. As 
Frances (Field Educator) stated, ‘it was not a friendship’. It was used as the vehicle to 
carry the learning process and as a teaching objective—and for some Field Educators, as 
a means of teaching students how to develop and maintain a working relationship. 
Rose (Field Educator), whose videotaped supervision session was somewhat 
exceptional, made a point of stating how important the relationship was: 
… so I’m always checking to make sure they’re OK with some of that stuff 
which they have read and what are they doing with that because I don’t want 
them to walk away being traumatised by being here, but they seem to … they 
seem to know, um they’ve both said in their own ways they know which they’re, 
they’re well supported. (Rose, Field Educator). 
This quote, which has been used previously, shows the importance Rose placed 
on the relationship. 
In keeping with social work professional values, the Field Educator–student 
relationship constituted part of each Field Educator’s sense of a duty of care, as all Field 
Educators recognised that the social work practice they were teaching can be 
confronting for students. Each seemed aware of the student’s wellbeing and their 
feelings in their supervision, and sought to establish supervision as a place in which the 
student felt comfortable to express and explore feelings and to reflect on experiences, 
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although the importance placed on the emotional dimension of the supervision was 
expressed in different ways, according to the manner in which the student presented. 
Dore (2016) regarded the recognition of emotion in social work practice as 
important in field education, seeing it as a means to developing both effective and 
resilient practitioners. He considered that the triad of emotion–motivation–context in 
social learning situations central to the learning task, but takes this further, viewing it as 
a means of critiquing current policy issues and linking to the importance of membership 
in a community of practitioners to manage the demands of present-day settings. 
Bennett and Saks (2006) regarded the supervisory relationship as a working 
alliance between student and supervisor. Maintaining a supportive relationship with the 
student is considered both a protective factor and a predictor of satisfaction (Kanno & 
Koeske, 2010, p. 25). This becomes important in light of research findings that students 
in Australia initially find field work complex and a shock to be managed (Lewis & 
Bolzan, 2007). 
The relationship was embedded in a network of education objectives. While 
spoken of in different ways, the purpose of the relationship was seen as developing 
practice, or achieving the students’ learning goals, successfully completing placement, 
or as fostering a supportive environment. Frances and Katie expressed the purpose of 
supervision simply as being about education. Charlotte also described it as: 
I think it’s developing students’ social work practice quite simply. You work 
together to try and get them through the placement and hopefully achieve the 
goals they wanted to … But I think it should be as supportive learning 
environment, um where they can be challenged and they can challenge, so the 
challenge can go both ways, um, and I think Judith is a nice example because 
over time she’s just shifted hugely. (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
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While this quote was used in the discussion of the case study with Charlotte and 
Judith, here it illustrates how Charlotte viewed supervision. 
Katie illustrated this supportive relationship in action when speaking of a day 
when, to her surprise, Gail had come into a session and burst into tears. She had 
amended the agenda they had previously drawn up together because she considered that 
she needed to manage Gail’s distress before any other work could be undertaken: 
So I guess that means in some ways which you have – yes you do have quite a 
strong relationship with them, because they come in here every week for an 
hour, and when she burst into tears, I thought ‘oh, my goodness’. (Katie, Field 
Educator) 
With Stephanie, this came through in the review of the session as closely 
monitoring how Kim felt. Stephanie sought to modify the emotional impact, to ensure it 
did not impede Kim’s learning. This quote not only represented an important feature of 
Stephanie’s approach to supervision but also explained how Stephanie viewed the place 
of emotion in learning: 
So we spent a bit of time talking about nervousness and its value or not, I think 
now I am trying to take the focus off her … I think we’ve already talked about it 
and she’s getting more uncomfortable again … what I am doing now is moving 
onto the other people to make them her focus. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
This concurs with Ruch’s (2009) observation that relationship-based work is 
needed in emotionally charged situations such as field education, because the internal 
and external worlds of a learner cannot be separated. As the internal emotional world of 
a student affects their learning, managing the emotional influence of the work which 
confronts students becomes a necessary component of education. 
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The review of the videotaped supervision session showed that this awareness 
was particularly important in the session between Stephanie (Field Educator) and Kim 
(student). Kim disagreed with Stephanie that some anxiety helped her performance, 
saying that for her, it was the reverse—it took very little anxiety to hinder her work. In 
the review of the session, Stephanie concurred with this view, saying she saw it as a 
comment on the strength of their relationship. Respecting the student’s concern with 
anxiety and recognising that the student had other ways of managing this, the Field 
Educator focused the discussion accordingly, particularly as she and Kim both 
recognised that Kim’s work was actually good and the observational set of data 
suggested that it might be performance anxiety she was experiencing. 
In addition, the session reviews supplemented the data from the video-tapes, 
which led the researcher to conclude that Field Educators not only acknowledged the 
importance of the emotional capacity of a student in the learning process and the effect 
practice might be having on them, and the place of the relationship in their teaching, but 
at times, the relationship also became a strategy for teaching a student how to undertake 
emotional work. 
Frances spoke of how learning to identify a service user’s emotional state was 
important in hospital social work. She explained that she sought to commence teaching 
about emotional awareness early in the placement as she prepared students to carry out 
assessments of patients. But she did not limit such awareness to the service user’s 
feelings; she also spoke of the need to be aware of one’s own emotions for practice: 
I think it’s really important to be able to identify how you’re feeling because that 
tells you a bit about what’s happening. If you can’t identify how you’re feeling, 
how can you stop yourself behaving inappropriately because of your feelings? 
So you need to be able to identify when a client annoys you or frustrates you or 
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makes you sad or makes you bored … because then it’s that recognition, that 
ability to have the self-knowledge which is quite important … I had one student 
once that told me that she didn’t feel that I should be asking her how she was 
feeling about clients. Yeah, we talked about it. She said, ‘I spoke to the others 
and she said their supervisors aren’t asking them how they feel and how they 
feel about clients’ [said in a very precise tone]. And I said, ‘oh well I think that’s 
really important’. (Frances, Field Educator) 
In this quote, Frances explained how she understood emotion fitted in social 
work practice. 
By observing the videotaped session between Katie and Gail, the researcher 
determined that there was a complex use of emotion in learning. The student was 
engaged and active in supervision. Gail had identified in herself a capacity to relate 
policy to practice and seemed well aware of the emotional impact of the placement on 
her. She had also spoken of learning that her views of social issues were socially 
constructed and of the importance of challenging herself on a pathway to social justice. 
She admitted that the process had left her feeling confused. This concurs with the 
literature on acknowledging emotion in social work practice. Stephanie was one of the 
Field Educators who viewed the development of the relationship as a means of teaching 
how to transfer this learning to practice. She explained in the review of the session that 
she thought it was beneficial for students to experience the challenges inherent in 
developing a relationship with service users, help them understand what it was like for 
these service users: 
… but it is the way I’d like them to, but I guess model person-centred practice 
for them to have an experience of what it’s like on the other side of that , both 
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the positives of that and the challenges of that when you’re asked to set the 
agenda. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
6.2 Bounded 
The second characteristic of the supervisory relationship was that it was bounded. Rose 
alluded to this when she explained to the researcher: 
Patricia and I get on extremely well but we still have a professional 
[relationship], I just always think that it’s really always important especially 
with our clients … because it’s such personal work you can’t go in there as 
being their friend. (Rose, Field Educator) 
Charlotte spoke of boundaries as deeply embedded in social work education, and 
related this to the challenges of the community context of practice: 
And I guess the other, the other part about boundaries and seeing other 
colleagues practice community work, there’s a huge difference in terms of how 
people will manage boundaries. Social workers tend to be similar … And I think 
we’re ingrained in social work, you know it’s one of those things we are trained 
so heavily in, is the management of boundaries but I think in community work, 
it’s very different and the longer you work in a community as well, the more 
they get to know about you and I think the more you feel comfortable, you get to 
know the community of people, you get a sense of what’s useful and what’s not 
useful. (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
The relationship was a professional one, established to foster a student’s 
learning, and to model to them how to work with service users. But students were not 
services user. Two participants spoke of the fine line between developing a student’s 
self-awareness and of remaining an educator, not a counsellor. Stephanie and Frances 
both made a point of distinguishing between supervision and counselling, noting that 
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their roles were not counsellors, but that students could confuse the two. Frances 
explained that she endeavoured to be very careful about how she addressed personal 
issues which arose during the course of placement. It emerged that both these Field 
Educators—Stephanie and Frances—were working with younger students who 
expressed high levels of anxiety about their practice. 
This analysis also suggested that developing a strong supervisory relationship 
was integral to fostering the student’s use of reflection, a process used by all Field 
Educators to facilitate students’ learning. The strategies primarily involved a process of 
reflection-on-action based on a series of exchanges initiated by the student and Field 
Educator. This was in the style suggested by Schön (1991), not critical reflection in the 
sense used by Brookfield (2009), who argued that ‘for reflection to be considered 
critical it must have as its explicit focus uncovering, and challenging, the power 
dynamics which  frame practice and uncovering and challenging hegemonic 
assumptions’ (p. 293). This point is discussed further in Section C of this chapter 6. To 
use this reflective process effectively, it is necessary to encourage frank discussion to 
establish a baseline of the student’s current knowledge, and to work with them. A 
supportive relationship allows a student to think aloud in supervision, in a process of 
guided reflection. 
Some Field Educators spoke of the mutuality of the learning process. Clearly, 
part of this learning was getting to know a student, her prior experiences and the 
knowledges she was bringing to the placement, and her strengths and limitations. This 
learning was directed towards a student’s instruction. It also pointed to a stock of 
knowledges which each Field Educator had gathered about the supervision process in 
general. 
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The mutuality of the learning process was also seen when Rose was reflecting 
with the student about how she had managed the casework which the student had 
observed. She had been endeavouring to assist Patricia to build a framework to meet the 
requirements of a university assignment the student had to complete for her mid-
placement assessment. Rose asked the student for feedback about the casework she had 
observed: 
I think I really wanted to know … I think it is important to ask her because 
supervision is also reflecting on my own practice and if she thought there was 
anything that… we could have possibly done differently … (Rose, Field 
Educator) 
Keith took mutuality further: ‘I also ask students to be a new set of eyes, to give 
me feedback about what they see in the organisation that we might in some way learn 
from’. (Keith, Field Educator) 
Frances explained that she would engage in self-disclosure if she considered this 
pertinent to a student’s learning, giving dementia as an example. Ornstein and Moses 
(2010) concluded that these qualities of shared mutuality and power can contribute to 
the development of knowledge. 
While the relationship between each Field Educator and student was clearly 
viewed as beneficial to a student’s learning, it was not without tensions. Reciprocity 
was not equal; there is a significant degree of power in this educator and student 
relationship. The researcher concluded from observing the videotaped session that this 
educative relationship was not simply a means of promoting learning, both about social 
work practice and for practice. Rather, the Field Educators listened critically to what the 
students were saying, demonstrating that they understood that the learning process 
required an element of feedback and evaluation. They evaluated what a student was 
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offering and assessed a student’s work throughout the placement. There are a number of 
inherent strains in developing a supportive and bounded relationship while at the same 
time evaluating a student’s work. 
6.3 Evaluative 
Much has been written in the literature on assessment. The AASW document on 
the accreditation of social work programmes (AASW, 2012a) highlights assessment and 
provides guidelines on how to undertake this. Other literature refers to assessing 
students’ readiness to undertake field education as experienced by Field Educators 
(Bogo, Lee, McKee, Baird, & Ramjattan, 2016), education strategies to promote interest 
and readiness for EBP (Cannata & Marlowe, 2017; Traube, Pohle, & Barley, 2012), the 
use of a comprehensive, biopsychosocial approach for effective gatekeeping and 
assessment of students in the field (Furman, Jackson, Downey, & Seiz, 2004). More 
recently, there has been research done on the use of a standardised framework for 
assessment in the development and evaluation of a common learning and assessment 
tool being used by all social work schools in Victoria, Australia (Cleak et al., 2015), and 
the more recent development of a web-based framework to assist in assessing students 
(Egan et al., 2017). 
In the research, the Field Educator’s attentiveness to assessment was expressed 
as feedback, as amendments to a student’s views or by providing additional information 
or conceptualising what was said. It appeared always directed in some way towards 
practice, towards the student’s learning. As Stephanie said: ‘I mean, if there was an 
example of something which clearly they’re needing to develop and they don’t have an 
insight into that then I’ve got a responsibility as a Field Educator to be bringing that 
up’. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
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For Charlotte, this entailed a responsibility to advise students of this 
requirement: 
I think part of it, [supervision] is setting up the structure, initially, having a 
discussion around the purpose of supervision and being honest about it. When 
you’re a student, that there is an accountability and assessment component to it I 
think being open (that) it is a confidential session, it is about her learning and 
development. It’s hard …’ (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
This quote demonstrates not only a key feature of the case study, but also the 
importance of the relationship. From the information obtained from the review of the 
session, the researcher concluded that not establishing this expectation early in the 
development of the supervisory relationship was seen as a possible threat to the learning 
relationship. 
Frances illustrated this when she spoke of how in her capacity as educator in the 
hospital, she had had to address this with another Field Educator who had failed to 
clarify the learning objective of the relationship with a student. The following quote 
(referred to earlier in the case study) shows not only an aspect of the case study with 
Frances and Tiffany, but how Frances saw the relationship: 
So that means that you’re whole relationship with them is different. And you 
have to set up from the beginning that you’re giving feedback. So I try and give 
feedback right from the beginning so that they get used to that role. That came at 
up with one of the other supervisors this time. This was the first person that 
she’d supervised and they were of a similar age and it was easy to engage in, 
like friendship and the student almost was inviting and talking a bit … I don’t 
know what it was … I didn’t find out what it was about but probably being a bit 
 173 
too personal and asking too many personal questions of the supervisor. (Frances, 
Field Educator) 
This evaluative dimension was observed by the researcher from the videotaped 
session between Charlotte and Judith, as Judith (student) readily expressed her thoughts 
and feelings in the session against a background of making rapid progress in her 
learning. In the review of the session, when Charlotte considered how the supervision 
had developed, she explained that she had thought to herself at the time: ‘I’ll let you 
(Judith) think that, right. I am not going to challenge (because) I’m pretty sure in three 
weeks’ time, something’s going to happen and she’ll (Judith) will come back and say “I 
had this thought …”’ (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
However, the decision to challenge or wait is difficult. As Charlotte added later 
in the session review set of data when discussing Judith’s long, unbroken sharing of her 
thoughts: 
I think sometimes I wish I had picked up on some things, listening to it a second 
time [in the reflection], or may be challenged or … I do and I don’t because with 
Judith in particular, I know that over time she’s reflecting and she’s doing things 
… I think it’s nice for her to come to things in her own time, to reach another 
conclusion or for her thinking to shift on her own, rather than feeling as though 
she now thinks that way because she’s been challenged and that’s the way she 
should think. (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
Charlotte stated in the review of the session that on another occasion, when she 
had found that Judith and another student she was supervising were not responsive to 
feedback, she had spoken very directly to them: 
‘Enough is enough. I’ve given you feedback and you’re not taking it on board. 
What’s going on? Why is this still the same when three or four times we’ve been 
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over it?’ I think that’s the first time they realised I wasn’t going to be Miss Nice 
the whole of the way through placement. (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
6.4 Summary 
In summary, social work Field Educators viewed the relationship between 
themselves and their student as a critical vehicle for learning. It incorporated emotional 
awareness within professional boundaries, making it the vehicle to carry the learning 
process and a skill to be taught for social work practice. As such, it included providing 
feedback and challenging the student, with the purpose of learning. The learning 
relationship played a significant part both in the use of an inductive strategy for 
teaching and in specific instances as a guide to working in a particular context. But 
clearly, it was not the only factor to be considered by Field Educators as they worked 
with students to link theory and practice in field education. The relationship between 
Field Educator and student provided a springboard for developing theoretical 
knowledges for practice. 
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Chapter 6: Section B Theme 2 Co-Constructing Theoretical 
Knowledges Using an Inductive-Dialectic Process in the 
Context of Experience-Based Learning 
6.5 Introduction 
The second theme refers to the teaching processes the Field Educators used in 
the supervision session. While this theme relates to the previous theme, it addresses the 
actual activities which each Field Educator undertook with their student. It captures how 
Field Educator and student developed theoretical concepts from the work in which the 
student was engaged in the agency. In discussing this theme, the subchapter considers 
first the evidence from the research, to identify how the processes bear out the literature 
and where these differ from what has been published. It then locates these differences 
within the pervasive tension in the profession between its modernist roots and the 
subsequent developments of the post perspectives. 
6.6 Co-Construction of Theoretical Concepts 
The researcher concluded from the evidence that the Field Educators actively 
adopted a social constructionist approach to developing knowledge and theoretical 
concepts—that is, they sought to make subjective experiences under discussion into 
objective fact (Jones, 2013). The videotaped set of data from the third case study with 
Charlotte (Field Educator) and Judith (student) was studded with the phrase from Judith 
(student) ‘I’ve noticed …’, which led on to further discussion. At one stage, Judith 
discussed the geography of the neighbourhood, saying that she had started to look at it 
once Charlotte had asked her about it. She commented that the buildings were run down 
and how this seemed to affect the residents’ self-esteem. At this point, Charlotte 
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conceptualised the issue and explained the past policy behind the housing estates and 
proposals to change these. 
For Katie (Field Educator) and Gail (student), the use of a social constructionist 
approach emerged in the videotaped data as they commenced their session by 
discussing what had happened since their last meeting and as they reviewed Gail’s 
learning across the placement. Gail noted an encounter she had on intake where she had 
to advise a resident that the agency was not able to help her with her neighbourhood 
dispute. Gail explained that when she reflected on what had happened, she thought she 
had used a strength-based framework, which she considered had not worked. To this, 
Katie responded: 
Well it was strength based in that you were allowing her to tell her story in her 
own time, in her own way and by you not stepping in and saying ‘sorry, I can’t 
help you’, you were acknowledging that she had the right to do that. So in some 
ways it was strengths based but in some ways it was rights based allowing her to 
tell her story. (Katie, Field Educator).  
Gail picked up the concept and continued to discuss what had followed. 
In another instance, Keith conceptualised a discussion with Simone, who had 
just identified having family support as a strong theme in her interviews and had 
suggested there might be value in looking at how young people who have been school 
refusers manage to return to school. Keith conceptualised this in terms of recovery: 
So it’s like having more structure in their lives and that supported them in seeing 
the future for themselves, or preparing themselves for the future … (Keith, Field 
Educator) 
He noted in the review of the session that this awareness of recovery was a 
concept which Simone had not previously spoken about. 
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When Kim (student) was discussing the results she was preparing to feedback to 
the staff who had participated in her research, Stephanie (Field Educator) 
conceptualised this, saying: 
In that way I guess it’s almost like a nice piece of action research where it’s 
feeding back in as, as I think even as you continue people that probably then 
raised questions and then they talk to their colleagues and it kind of potentially 
brings great wholeness. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
Frances spoke of how she paced her approach to integrating theory and practice: 
I don’t really go there too much in the first month, they’ve got enough other 
stuff … but after a month I try and bring it in a bit more. (Frances, Field 
Educator) 
Charlotte spoke of the struggles she had with some students, particularly around 
linking theory and practice: 
I think there are limitations to my own style, in dealing with particular learners 
… So people who really struggle to think, who can only think about the concrete and 
their observations and can’t kind of move on to being conceptual or theoretical or 
linking it back. You know when it’s all just the here and now (sigh) … (Charlotte, Field 
Educator) 
The co-construction of theoretical concepts used by all the Field Educators was 
anchored in an unstated constructionist view of the connection between theories and 
practices, rather than an integration of theory and practice. Askeland (2003, p. 355) 
described the constructionist perspective on linking theoretical concepts and practices as 
a negotiation in which meaning is a cooperative exercise, not simply the transmission of 
knowledge from teacher to student. Using this approach in education means that 
students are encouraged to actively participate to discover and construct their own 
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knowledge by negotiating between their own opinions, thoughts and beliefs and the 
complex world outside themselves (Askeland 2003, cited Simpson, 2000, p. 355). 
This constructionist perspective stresses social aspects of knowing—the terms in 
which the world is understood are viewed as social artefacts, products of historically 
situated interchanges between people; knowledge is generated through the language 
used to interpret social experiences (Parton & O’Byrne 2000, p. 58–59). Given this 
perspective, developing theory is no longer seen as the prerogative of some to be 
handed to others for use in practice, but as lying in the purview of all. 
However, Butt and Parton (2005) maintained that adopting a constructionist 
approach requires practitioners to take a critical approach to taken-for-granted ways of 
seeing the world— to problematise, social world as a product of many processes there 
cannot be any given, determined nature of the world ‘out there’ (p. 795). Such an 
approach can be challenging for students, as they are asked to reflect on social work 
practice and on their own assumptions, values and behaviour. This approach contrasts 
with much education, in which a student is rewarded for demonstrating quite the 
opposite—confidence and knowledge. While experience-based learning in the 
classroom makes a conscious attempt to establish situations which approximate real 
situations, field education may be considered experience-based learning par excellence, 
and it readily accommodates issues of confidence and not knowing, as the case studies 
show. 
This may lead to what Redmond (2010) refers to as a ‘pedagogy of discomfort’, 
in which students and educators examine how their modes of seeing have been shaped 
specifically by the dominant culture of the historical moment, and to reject the 
oversimplified binaries of innocence and guilt or right and wrong, which are often 
associated with such discussions’ (p. 11). This construction concurs with Gail’s 
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experiences of confusion as she grappled with the knowledge of how her views were 
socially shaped. 
Field Educators used theoretical pluralism in their social constructionist 
approach, in line with the view of the AASW, which sees social work as having a broad 
knowledge base which is expressed in terms of a range of knowledges, including with 
respect to diversity, history and, importantly, identifying and selecting curricula 
determined by local, national and/or regional/international needs and priorities and 
knowledges from other disciplines. This current definition is broad. This concurs with 
the findings of Forte and LaMade (2011), who found that , in the US, Field Educators 
were turning to many different theories and theorists to guide student education; 
however, as these authors pointed out, theoretical pluralism risks the loss of social 
work’s central and shared system of social work knowledge. 
Katie and Gail talked about a range of policy and structural issues as they 
discussed social justice in the local community; they were the only participants who 
referred to the social construction of knowledge. Gail spoke of the discomfort she had 
experienced as she began to question the assumptions she had absorbed about ways of 
seeing the world. The other Field Educators did not mention this when discussing their 
practice. They did not discuss how such social relationships shaped the students’ 
thinking. Why is not clear, although the possibility remains that this may have been 
discussed in previous supervision sessions. 
Each field placement and supervision session is located in the context of 
Australian society, with its particular social systems which comprise the welfare state 
and the ideological perspective which helps to develop and maintain these social 
systems. This context is still predominantly based on neoliberal and NPM values, which 
regard the market as the central organising principle of social life (Healy, 2012) (as 
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discussed in Chapter 2). This context is known to have an important influence on social 
work practice (Morley, 2014), but was little referred to by the Field Educators. This 
supports Garrett’s (2010) observation that there may be a failure to look adequately or 
critically enough at neoliberalism in social work education. 
6.7 Mutual Engagement in an Inductive-Dialectic Process 
This co-construction of theoretical concepts was predicated on mutual 
engagement and social interaction in the inductive-dialectic process which all Field 
Educators used as a feature of their teaching style. In this theme, Field Educators held 
two objectives: the immediate purpose of developing the students’ knowledges, 
especially conceptual knowledge, and teaching students how to co-construct 
knowledges about issues raised in their work with service users. From the data analysis, 
the researcher concluded that Field Educators viewed students as adult learners, 
expected to be active partners in the education process. 
Each Field Educator adopted an expectation that the student would take 
responsibility for their learning by preparing for supervision and providing an agenda to 
which they would add topics as necessary and by being open and actively engaged. 
They used this as the starting point for an inductive-dialectic interaction. Katie (Field 
Educator) spoke of the need to prepare: 
So we set out at the end of the last session what we’re going to do and normally 
I jot down, well these are the points that we’re going to cover in the session and 
if it’s something which we both have to read then I’ll read it and make notes, 
and come with some questions which I think will prompt us in our discussion. 
(Katie, Field Educator) 
For Stephanie (Field Educator), her opening statement of the supervision session 
(which has been quoted before) illustrated how she sought to focus on learning, rather 
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than just the activities: ‘so this session should start the way it always does with me 
asking how you are going’. At the start of the review of the session, Stephanie explained 
why she always began the session in that way: 
And that to me is about really reinforcing that the supervision session isn’t you 
needing to just show me all these great things that you’ve done; (because I think 
sometimes there’s that pressure) and sort of taking the focus off just being 
around assessment and making it much more real than that. (Stephanie, Field 
Educator) 
Keith (Field Educator) described the difficulties this presented when a student 
struggle with engagement:  
… so for some students it comes a lot easier than it does for others, because 
there are those who don’t engage, those who want to be filled rather than share 
what they’re full of and so they become more difficult and so some are easier. 
(Keith, Field Educator) 
Frances commenced by speaking of the use of the video in the room and sought 
to settle Tiffany before moving to the session: ‘So, it is just a normal supervision 
session so we’ll start as we normally would. So have we got things that we want to 
bring for discussion this time?’ (Frances, Field Educator) 
The process adopted by the Field Educators used a range of processes discussed 
in the literature, but contrasted with some. Wilson (2013) maintained that reflective 
practice is the key to linking theory and practice, but the term reflection is ill defined. 
This concurs with the findings of this research, but these findings differ from what has 
been written on integration and the way these processes are used. 
Bogo and Vayda (2015) discussed using a reflective process to move between 
theory and practice, to identify the theories being used. Davys and Beddoe (2010), who 
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have written extensively on supervision, published a set of research papers examining 
incorporating adult learning theories with a reflective model which mirrors the Kolb 
(1984; p. 924) stages of experiential learning. Miller et al., (2005) sought to establish 
with Field Educators and students in the US undertaking a master’s degree how useful 
the Kolb learning cycle was. They found that it fitted well, adding a number of 
extensions to the model, including the importance of the relationship between Field 
Educator and student, the importance of feedback and context and the notion that 
learning was not unidirectional (Miller et al., 2005). Interestingly, they also noted 
differences in the perspectives of students and educators. Each of the authors referred to 
their work as a model. 
However, these findings diverge from the literature in the ways these processes 
were brought together, supporting the position of Caspi and Reid (2002) that, in general, 
models have not been translated into education strategies. Models have limited use 
when faced with the complexity of an immediate supervision session. They may lack 
the fluidity needed when used between two people; tend to be acontextual, so they do 
not include any critique of the practice environment, and lack a critical perspective on 
knowledges used and on discourse. 
The findings from this research also differ from what has been written on the 
integration of theory and practice. Integration implies rendering something whole; this 
was not what occurred in the supervision sessions. The Field Educators moved the 
discussion back and forth between practice and theory, holding the two in mind. At no 
stage did their work suggest an integration of theories and practices into a new product 
or treat them as one and the same. 
This approach seems to stand in tension with the power Field Educators 
exercised in this supervision process. 
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In the supervision session, not all knowledges were necessarily regarded as 
comparable, as might be the case between social worker and service user, since Field 
Educators were directing the interaction to some consideration of theoretical concepts. 
In addition, Field Educators were assessing the student’s performance. 
The first consideration pertained to the fact that Field Educators and students 
were considering two levels of understanding about such knowledges—the event which 
had occurred and a more abstract understanding of this as they moved between the 
activities being described and a theoretical conceptualisation, to develop what Payne 
(2014) described as ‘a generalised set of ideas which describes and explains our 
knowledge of the world around us (p. 5). This was seen with Keith and Simone, as 
Keith prompted a very capable student to consider the social work theory she had found 
in her research. This movement from the practical to the more abstract and back again 
gave the procedure its dialectic dimension, resulting in the inductive-dialectic process 
identified by the researcher. 
Copeland et al., (2011, p. 28) described supervision as an exercise of power 
which needs to be problematised, and suggested that this power can be tempered when 
knowledge is shared in sensitive ways between supervisee and supervisor, as for the 
observational data in this research. But power remained an unspoken issue in the 
processes being discussed. 
Constructivism emphasises the active role played by the individual learner in the 
construction of knowledge, the primacy of individual and social experience in the 
process of learning and the awareness that the knowledge attained may vary in its 
accuracy as a representation of an objective reality. An important point to recognise is 
that this theoretical perspective changes the nature of teaching and learning from one of 
search for ‘objective truth’ to one of search for ‘valid perspectives’. However, this view 
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of all contributions and knowledges being equal was tempered by the fact that this was 
occurring in an education setting: there was a power imbalance, and Field Educators did 
not treat all knowledges as equal. 
Field Educators were in the position of teaching and of teaching and assessing a 
student’s understanding of the body of knowledge and values upheld by the social work 
profession. This meant that they privileged some knowledge over others. This was seen 
with Stephanie and Kim, when Stephanie checked the accuracy of Kim’s understanding 
as they discussed the appropriateness of using quantitative methods in what was 
primarily a qualitative research study. It was seen again in the way Charlotte shifted to a 
didactic teaching method when she knew the information being discussed was not 
covered in the student’s study to date, and again when Keith pressed Simone about what 
social work theory he had discovered in her research. These changes in approach 
reflected the evaluative dimension of supervision. This was the first consideration. 
Powell (2013), when discussing the implications for social work of the writings 
of Foucault, noted governmentality as a tool to analyse the processes, techniques and 
procedures by which the choices of autonomous individuals are regulated—the conduct 
of conduct (p. 50). 
In this instance, the research findings being discussed in this thesis suggest that 
Field Educators might have been teaching not simply their social work practice, but the 
conduct of their practice by teaching how to conduct supervision. Supervision is a 
requirement for accreditation for a social work programme. Beyond this is the far-
reaching perspective that supervision is used as a means of regulating the activities of 
professions. Teaching students to adopt a position of reflexivity regarding their work 
becomes a means not only of learning but of learning to scrutinise their own procedures 
through the regulatory behaviours implicit in supervision. In addition, Cartney (2015, p  
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p 1149), referring to the work of Land, Meyer, & Smith (2008), noted that there are 
conceptual gateways which students must pass through to fully understand the way 
people think in their discipline (p. 1149). This was indeed the case in this research. 
Within these findings, there was a second issue which appeared to be taken for 
granted—what Field Educators considered constituted ‘good’ social work practice when 
working with students and considerations of power in supervision. In this study, such an 
understanding appeared to conform to how each Field Educator practiced, although this 
remained implicit. 
This consideration of power needs to be taken further, to be placed in the 
broader context of social work practices in the current social welfare context of 
Australia. Yet while much has been written on this for professional practices in general 
and on the role of supervision particularly, it does not seem to have reached back to 
student education, and specifically, supervision. The silence on the subject suggests that 
the topic needs to be problematised to avoid it being suborned for other objectives. 
6.8 Experiential Adult Learning in the Context of Agency Practice 
The theoretical content discussed was anchored in experiential learning in the 
context of agency practice. The use of the experienced-based approach which all Field 
Educators adopted meant which teaching was embedded in the context of agency 
practice. The starting point in each session, including Rose (Field Educator) and Patricia 
(student), was the activities which the student was undertaking in the agency, with the 
topics for discussion initiated by the student. Each student presented material from the 
work they were undertaking, with Field Educators moving the discussion towards 
conceptualising this material. As Katie said: 
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And I often start off by saying how’s your week been, what sorts of things have 
you been up to, because that starts the ball rolling and then we can talk about the 
specific things we decided on together to talk about. (Katie, Field Educator) 
Keith commenced in a similar way, saying, ‘So how’s it going? You’re in the 
process of writing up?’ 
Stephanie explained her use of experienced-based learning as using the focus of 
the activities Kim (the student) was undertaking as a strategy for teaching her about the 
research topic as well as about research. In this instance, Kim was researching, with one 
of the teams, the importance of supervision to practice: 
And yet, just saying it … if I just sat in supervision and said you have to look 
after yourself, it’s not really going to go in; whereas this is somewhere in the 
middle ground where she’s hearing other workers talk about their experiences, 
and, and so it’s a bit more real, I suppose. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
The researcher concluded that all three sets of data attested to this use of adult 
experiential learning. Blakemore and Howard (2015) argued that active experience in 
engaging students with the content and process of learning is central to this pedagogical 
approach, and this was what occurred in these case studies. The theoretical concepts 
which emerged all derived from the activities in which the student was involved. They 
were embedded in the work of the organisation in which they were located. This context 
held the theoretical discussion, and gave rise to a range of theoretical knowledges across 
the case studies. The Field Educators used processes which recognised that they were 
working with adult learners who had a contribution to make to the construction of 
theoretical knowledges and who had individual learning styles. 
Context was discussed in relation to service users. For example, when Charlotte 
explained the impact of social policy on the Indigenous community to Judith: 
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Well, I think it would be useful for all social work students and all social 
workers as well indeed the whole population to really take on the responsibility 
of informing themselves about Aboriginal history and the effects which 
colonisation has had on Aboriginal people, and … where those, you know the 
process of colonisation, and having their rights taken away, and being forced to 
live in particular places and then the stolen generation after generation, of taking 
their children away and you know a number of other things in their history, 
racial genocide, trying to breed Aboriginal people out of the population, a 
strategy of the government of the time … this stuff over history has really lead 
to a lot of trauma, within the Aboriginal community and what … and the more 
that we understand and I guess get a deeper level of learning about Aboriginal 
history, the more important it is that when we work with Aboriginal 
communities that we do see the community through that kind of trauma lens, or 
a framework around trauma. (Charlotte, Field Educator) 
She later explained this shift to a didactic process saying she did so because she 
thought Judith would not have covered this topic in her studies to date. 
Rose and Patricia spoke of the social arrangements in the 1960s and 1970s 
which placed considerable pressure on single mothers to relinquish their babies: 
… because it was in the 70s so it was you know a little bit like the 60s were a 
little bit harsher in terms of what happened. (Rose, Field Educator) 
In the exchanges between Keith and Simone about her research into school 
refusal, they considered agency policies, the network of services which stood behind the 
young people and contributed to their recovery, but they did not mention broader social 
structures such as housing, the economy, employment or education which would also 
have been factors in deciding the outcome for these school students. 
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Stephanie (Field Educator) and Kim were the only participants who made no 
reference at all of context when talking of disabilities in this particular session, although 
Stephanie alluded to it in the review of the session when she spoke of the importance 
placed on evidence in the organisation. This may have been talked of in a previous 
session or may perhaps reflect one of the limitations of the person-centred approach 
Stephanie favoured. The data were not available. However, while the Field Educators 
located their particular understanding of knowledges and theories in the context of their 
social work practice, the researcher concluded from her observations that Field 
Educators’ explicit references to context were somewhat limited. 
This finding bears out the literature on both adult learning and experienced-
based activities, but in an amplifying fashion, since much of what has been published 
appears to be based in the classroom context. Comerford (2005, p. 114) stated that adult 
learning theory is drawn from Kolb (1984), who defined learning as ‘the process 
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience’ (p. 38), and 
focused on the processes of learning and privileged the role of emotion in the learning 
process, which Comerford considered reclaims a public learning sphere previously 
colonised solely by cognitive functioning. 
Vinjamuri, Warde, Kolb (2017) expanded on this, suggesting that Knowles 
(1980) went on to conceptualise the education of adults as andragogy, which he 
regarded as the art and science of helping adults learn. Knowles (1984) noted that, 
unlike children, adults come to any learning situation with a wealth of experience, 
knowledge and autonomy, which must be engaged if learning is to be meaningful. From 
this, he composed a series of principles to assist adult learning—principles which, while 
not stated, were evident in the findings of this research. These principles included that 
adult learners need to be active learners, need feedback and need to know the reasons 
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for the activities and their applicability to everyday life (Knowles, 1980, 1984). The 
first two principles of andragogy were clearly evident in the findings; the last—that of 
explaining why linking theory and practice was an important activity—was referred to 
only in the session reviews, but might well have been discussed with students in earlier 
supervision sessions. 
Not only were the Field Educators using adult education principles, their 
processes were based on experiential learning. This concurs with the writings of 
Horwath and Thurlow (2004, p. 10), who described experiential learning as an active 
learning method which provides opportunities to develop knowledge, values and skills 
by proactively linking theory research and practice wisdom to an actual situation. 
Learning is seen as derived not so much from the teacher but through the active 
behaviour of the student: the role of the educator is to prompt exploration and promote 
opportunities for the development of alternative understandings. This reflects the 
approach suggested by Comerford (2005) of a contextual, relational approach to the 
learning process. The use of real-world context to everyday problems is regarded by 
Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2005) as helping to deepen a student’s understanding 
and retention of knowledge and skills. 
Gray and Gibbons (2002) described the experienced-based social work 
programme at the University of Newcastle as being dialogical and collaborative, 
strengths based, with an emphasis on independent learning, critical practice and social 
justice, and saw it as being sited in social constructionism (p. 279). In a later article, 
they linked critical thinking and experiential learning, noting that critical thinking is 
now considered ‘integral’ to social work (Gibbons & Gray, 2004, p. 21). The literature 
on higher education suggests this use of experiential learning holds value for not only 
social work educators but for educators more generally, as it is becoming increasingly 
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prevalent in tertiary education. Cameron and Klopper (2015) stated that demand for 
work integrated learning is growing from multiple stakeholders in the higher education 
sector in Australia. Yet simply engaging in workplace activities may not be sufficient 
for learning. While much of this approach appeared to be taken for granted, it points to 
the tensions in the profession between modernist and postmodern understandings, as 
discussed in Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
6.9 Postmodern Moments in a Modernist Inheritance 
The social construction approach used by Field Educators concurs with some of 
the postmodern social work literature, but differs from other views on the link between 
theory and practice, including that of the AASW, which draws on the concept of 
integration. Payne (2014) considered that social construction of knowledge and theory 
comes from interactions between people as part of interchanges in a social, cultural and 
historic context. It is essentially postmodern. It is based on a paradigm which assumes a 
world view which regards the external social world as not directly knowable or fixed, 
but rather as socially constructed and changing, shifting and unstable (Gray & Gibbons, 
2002). The approach rejects the privileging of any one form of knowledge or knowledge 
making over another. In the social construction of knowledges, rather than being 
received primarily through research or imported from theory, social constructionism 
suggests that to some [debated] extent, knowledge is a creation built by those engaged 
in discussion, to be co-constructed from the ground up, on the basis of shared cultural 
meanings. According to Payne (2014), social constructionism may include so-called 
‘objective knowledge’ and science, but not necessarily. Using this approach in social 
work involves building with another a common understanding and solution to a problem 
or, in this instance, the development of theoretical concepts with which to discuss 
further the topic at hand. Such an approach stands in tension with the requirement from 
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the AASW to teach students to integrate theory and practice, which belongs to a 
modernist perspective which reflects social work’s modernist origins. 
In its formative years, Australian social work education was based largely on 
western theories and methods, reflecting the time in which it developed. These were 
essentially modernist in origin, and included the ways in which it has construed the link 
between theory and practice as integration. In this perspective, theory and practice are 
held to be binary—separate, and placed in a hierarchy which privileges theory over 
practice (Fawcett, 2013). The connection has been seen as largely normative. The 
process is deductive. It is still to be detected in writings about EBP, standards and 
competencies. It is echoed in the AASW documentation, which refers to the 
‘integration’ of theory and practice. However, this was not evident in the research 
findings. 
Postmodern perspectives have expanded considerations of diversity from a 
modernist view of theory based on a one-size-fits-all approach to the recognition of 
difference across a range of populations. Fawcett (2013) summarised postmodern 
perspectives as being marked by pluralism, participation, power and performance: these 
cannot be captured as a unified understanding. It follows from this that claims to 
universally valid truth, morality and ideology cannot be supported if social workers 
accurately observe the social world in which we presently live (Howe, 1994, p. 79). 
At the same time, the critical component deepened the analysis of the ways these 
understandings are expressed—recognising the social construction of knowledge, which 
varies with context, culture and time. The use of such constructions led not simply to 
the naming of social relationships, but also to a re-enactment of them. These shifts in 
understandings are regarded not as binaries but as a series of tensions along a 
continuum. Healy (2005) pointed out that postmodernists believe that reality is not 
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something fixed and handed down to people, but can be shaped by language and 
different meanings through contemporary discourses—reality can therefore be 
‘understood to be a reflection of both external structures as well as internal constructed 
ways of thinking’ (Morley, 2004, p. 299). It is the latter which offers scope for the 
practitioner to reject dominant discourses, examine wider contexts and formulate 
alternative constructions, through new language and practice (Fook et al., 2000). 
Boetto (2016) considered that social work’s most challenging paradox is that its 
inherent modernist roots contradict the philosophical base of practice, and as Parton 
(1994) pointed out, the changes in contemporary social work ‘cannot simply be seen as 
an extension of the practices which characterised the nature of social work in its modern 
emergence’ (p. 10); something more is going on. 
Context is integral to this understanding. The inductive-didactic process which 
Field Educators used to link theory and practice is coherent with these views, but stands 
apart from the process of integration proposed by the professional association. 
The research data indicated that rather than teaching students to integrate theory 
and practice, the Field Educators tended towards the postmodernist end of the 
continuum between modernism and postmodernism. For them, the work with students 
around linking theories and practices involved process and context together with 
theoretical pluralism and the quest for certainty. 
Post critiques posed concerns which are hard to refute and even harder to 
replace, pointing to the need for far more sophisticated ways of considering practice and 
theory linkages, no doubt requiring many years of inquiry. This poses a further tension 
for the profession—how to manage the need for some certainties in education and 
practice against the development of the localised, the contextualised and the shared 
cultural meanings? 
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Postmodern perspectives pose challenges to the search for a designated body of 
knowledge, together with certainty in assessment of a student’s readiness to practice and 
certainty in the face of the demands generated by broader institutional requirements. 
Writing on assessment in Australia, Cleak et al., (2016) pointed out that mapping and 
evaluating a student’s progress on placement is a core element of field education, and 
the AASW provides criteria. In this research, Field Educators appeared to measure the 
student’s performance against the requirements of the university, with only one passing 
reference to the criteria provided by the social work standards. This corresponds with 
Todd and Schwartz’s (2009) suggestion that assessment should focus less on standards 
and more on transformative notions of quality empowering and enhancing knowledge 
and skills. Standards such as competencies provide pointers to important factors on 
social work practice, but raise the question, measurement against what? These Field 
Educators appeared to find their own global measures of what constitutes good practice. 
It remains noteworthy that at a time of less theoretical certainty, there has been a 
number of papers published on assessment, as discussed in Section A of Chapter 6. 
Postmodern approaches have drawn attention both to the validity and breadth of 
experiences, opening up awareness to a range of experiences and groups and to the 
understandings of the social construction of knowledges which highlights different 
ways of understanding these same experiences through language, a social construction 
in its own right, based in context and appropriated to particular ends. 
Despite these concerns, in this study of supervision, an awareness of social 
justice and the impact of structural issues on service users were evidenced in nearly all 
the case studies. Such a finding supports the work of Weiss (2005), who found a 
common core of knowledge and values among students in a cross-national study 
including students from Australia. Weiss (2005) evaluated students’ attitudes towards 
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poverty and the goals of social work and found that there was substantial similarity in 
the students’ professional ideology, despite the different contexts of their professional 
socialisation process; that is, she concluded that the findings provide support for the 
claim that a common core of values is shared by social workers across different 
countries and contexts. 
Theoretical pluralism generates further problems in a profession which sees 
itself as a moral endeavour in which values are central. It makes education particularly 
challenging. By focusing too much on meaning, the profession risks emphasising all 
causes as particular, not common; it risks decontextualising social issues and as 
discounting the impact of social structures on peoples. Houston (2001), for example, 
maintained that constructionalism on its own risks being superficial and relativist; that 
is, reality is whatever it is constructed to be. 
Human behaviour occurs in open systems, which can have various influences on 
people. The post perspectives highlight the need to contextualise knowledge and theory. 
Here, the research findings deviate in part from the literature by the AASW, which calls 
for educators to place meanings in their broader social and political context. This 
requirement is general, and one which the Field Educators addressed in their teaching in 
the context of their agency practice. This bears out the view of Wood (1997), who 
perceived postmodernism in its first inception as an idea which has to be used in some 
context of practice. However, postmodern perspectives call for more than considering 
the broad social and political context; they draw attention to the ways these influence 
the development of knowledge itself. This reflects the extensive literature developed on 
critical reflection by writers such as Fook and put forward by thinkers such as Foucault 
(referred to in Section A of Chapter 6), and about which there appeared to be some 
confusion. With the exception of Katie, the Field Educators did not take this to the point 
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of considering the social construction of the theories they were using. To do this, they 
would need a more critical, methodical and systematic approach. As Hugman (2003) 
identified, social work knowledge is not only contextualised by the shifting social sand, 
but actively constituted by and part of it. However, Wilson (2013), who has published 
considerably on field education in Ireland, maintained that operational aspects of social 
work remain underresearched, and there continues to be a lack of clarity about how 
different practice milieu and organisational systems influence practitioner commitment 
and ability to practice reflectively. 
Walker (2001) suggested that practitioners hold postmodernism lightly, as not 
doing so will lead to nihilism. Noble (2004) would have practitioners hold both a 
postmodern view of analysis and view of structural forces. Globalisation has 
contributed both to the fragmentation of society and thought, while at the same time, 
operating more as a whole while retaining its competitive ethos. Payne (2014) argued 
that while postmodernist approaches have been charged with being morally relativistic, 
since nothing can be known or fully agreed on, for him, postmodernism allows 
practitioners to seek out and continue to develop alternative ways of knowing and to 
ultimately come to a better way of understanding. 
While these debates remain unresolved, they have yielded a number of useful 
insights. Houston (2001) suggested that social workers need some way of capturing the 
bigger sense we have of some things not being right, and turned to critical realism, 
which implies there are underlying causes which empiricism cannot capture. Critical 
realism allows for a reality but also suggests that we cannot know it fully; it may not be 
a fixed reality, but a deeper understanding of the meaning being co-constructed. 
Other ways of addressing the challenges posed to social work by the post 
perspectives reflect the quest for universal social work. The profession also offers 
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standards as the criteria against which to measure a student’s practice, none of which 
featured in the research. 
6.10 Summary 
In summary, this section of Chapter 6 considered the process used to teach 
students about linking theory and practice. It identified the use of an inductive-dialectic 
process based in a social constructionist approach to knowledge development, a 
perspective which stands in tension with much of the documentation of the AASW and 
its references to teaching students to integrate theory and practice. It also pointed to a 
range of tensions posed for a value-based profession by the developments of 
postmodern critiques and perspectives (Bisman, 2004). The following section discusses 
the tensions encountered by the Field Educators in the processes of student supervision. 
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Chapter 6: Section C Theme 3 Working with Concurrent 
Issues in Constructive Tension: Challenging the Desire for 
Certainty 
6.11 Introduction 
The final theme pertains to how Field Educators addressed and managed the 
dilemma of a number of issues arising simultaneously in the supervision session. This 
theme captures the fact that Field Educators were conscious of a number of issues to be 
addressed during a supervision session, linking theory and practice being one of these. 
This meant that they had to make a decision about which concern to confront at a 
particular point, how to deal with it and what to do about those issues which could not 
therefore be focused on immediately. The individual elements of the processes used by 
Field Educators bear out much of the literature; however, the manner in which Field 
Educators wove these together in the particular session makes this finding unique. 
This theme discloses one of the major tensions which social work faces. It is a 
relational activity, working with people, yet usually located within a context of agency 
practices now challenged by the effects of globalisation. These effects involve a 
political climate confronted by the uncertainties of a postmodern environment, where 
the once dominant view of the world and of social work is now questioned. 
Against this backdrop, from the three sources of data, the researcher concluded 
that these participants regarded social work student supervision as a highly complex 
activity. Addressing this complexity required Field Educators to accommodate a 
number of factors which could be in competition for their attention at any one moment. 
The review of the session disclosed a series of intersections between particular issues 
and constituted moments of decision making for these Field Educators. This theme is 
 198 
described as the Field Educators holding a number of considerations in constructive 
tension during the session. It highlights both what these considerations were and how 
Field Educators made decisions when these competing responsibilities intersected. The 
word which sprang to the researcher’s mind was juggling. Indeed, while the literature 
talks of students having to juggle competing demands while in field education (Hemy et 
al., 2016), the same may be said of Field Educators. 
6.12 Multiple Objectives: Not Only Educators 
Field Educators spoke of multiple objectives for supervision sourced from 
different institutions. Education objectives were provided by the universities but they 
had to be met within the work of the agency, and so Field Educators had to consider the 
requirements of that institution. They were being asked to teach a complex activity 
about which there was a considerable yet contested body of literature. The teaching 
comprised a process of mutual learning, which considered both the individual 
characteristics of the student and the Field Educators’ individual strengths and personal 
limitations as they impinged on the student’s learning. Each Field Educator operated 
from their own perspective on supervision, while cognisant of the expectation that they 
model good practice to a student. 
While each Field Educator expressed themselves differently, the range of these 
aims was evidenced in the research. The specifics varied according to the placement 
projects the students were undertaking. They were woven through the session as each 
student discussed her learning and challenges in undertaking the activities. The 
immediate aim of supervision was spoken of as the development of a student’s practice. 
For some Field Educators, learning about practice was seen as multi-layered, so that 
students would go on ‘to be better practitioners’. For Rose, this included introducing 
Patricia (student) to the broader network of services in the field of adoption. She was 
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only one of two Field Educators who spoke explicitly about networks, the other being 
Keith, although these were alluded to by Charlotte in community development and by 
Gail and Katie in community-based legal service. 
One primary tension was that of managing multiple teaching responsibilities 
while managing a student’s work in the agency. The context of supervision remained 
the work of the agency and how this was managed. Often this served the student’s 
learning well, but at times it could become a matter of priority. Frances spoke of 
holding a number of responsibilities in mind, and having dual aims for supervision—the 
welfare of both student and client. To these, she added a further consideration—that the 
employing organisation was also a client whose needs had to be considered. However, 
Frances considered that if the client’s needs were not being met, then supervision was 
meaningless. 
Keith identified a series of goals for a student’s placement: 
If it was a different student and a different experience and a different level of 
development, I might have done things differently. But I start out with every 
placement, with students to let them know that our key goal is to get them 
through this placement, with their full engagement, and their enthusiasm, 
making the most of the opportunity to learn and participate in the life of the 
organisation. I also ask students to be a new set of eyes, to give me feedback 
about what they see in the organisation that we might in some way learn from. 
Because we’ve been doing things the same way so long that we are a bit blind to 
our own habits, our own ways of doing things, so we also ask students to give us 
some feedback on what they see. (Keith, Field Educator) 
At the same time, he sought to teach students about the organisation within the 
broader service network as community organisation, as placement might be the only 
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time which social work students would work in such a setting. He also saw placement 
as being not only about a student’s learning but about having the opportunity to give 
something back to the team and the organisation. The university also required their 
students to meet a series of learning goals. He summed up the task of addressing these 
objectives as seeking a balance between what a student wanted to get out of their 
learning, and what he thought was the purpose of their learning: 
Some students are solely focused on getting a pass at the end and some are 
focused on getting a pass at the end but also getting the most out of the 
placement experience. And so we are about trying to find that balance of the 
two. My role is to ensure that students who come in the placement here are 
aware of their critical role which they play as professionals and the things which 
are really important to me are obviously the social work ethics, the Code of 
Ethics, and that they actually in some way internalise those principles and ethics, 
the important role of theory in practice so that to a certain extent there are a 
whole lot of values wrapped up in theories. I think that it would be good for 
people to understand because it’s the prism through which they analyse and, 
their field education and in the approach to their work, the use of self is really 
important. (Keith, Field Educator) 
The videotaped data set disclosed some of the complexities Katie encountered in 
supervision: 
Well, I think, it [field education] is really important because it’s an opportunity 
for students to put into practice some of the skills that they’re learning in a work 
environment, but … they are thrown in, in a sense, but at least they’ve got a bit 
of support around that. (Katie, Field Educator) 
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Gail was undertaking a research project having done very little study into this 
prior to going on the placement. In addition, the agency did not employ social workers, 
so the staff were not familiar with these ways of working. This fact was referred to in 
the supervision session and later explained in the review of the session. Gail referred to 
one aspect of her research, at which point both she and Katie laughed. 
In the review of the session, Katie explained:  
I think the reason we laughed at that was because I was amazed and she was too, 
that they didn’t keep that kind of (demographic) data. And there was a bit of 
reluctance and resistance from the other volunteers to do so. (Katie, Field 
Educator) 
It emerged from the analysis of the three sets of data that Charlotte (Field 
Educator) gave much consideration to the student’s individual characteristics, 
particularly her uncommon history as a refugee, and sought to deal with this sensitively, 
while facilitating the student’s use of her experiences. 
Supervision in terms of students I think is really about supporting their learning 
and supporting them to particularly in 4th year university, to start to know what 
their social work identity is. You know we’re not all clones of each other so to 
understand what is unique about them and their practice, (Charlotte, Field 
Educator) 
Judith (student) proved to be very observant. She had been quick to recognise 
the complexity of the issues facing Indigenous Australians but puzzled about why the 
people did not do as she had done—simply leave the past behind and move on. She 
asked how social workers might work with these issues. Charlotte at this point shifted to 
a didactic process, providing information to aid Judith in placing the issue in context 
and to focus the discussion. 
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The review of the session revealed why she chose to respond in this way: 
Well, I guess particularly with Judith I’ve noticed that she will do a lot of talking 
and I find it challenging to interject … you can quite often go from one thought 
straight into another and then I find it hard to bring her back to what she was 
talking about earlier (sigh) I mean they’re all connected in one way but to bring 
her back … so disjointed. (Charlotte, Field Educator). 
Stephanie (Field Educator) spoke of viewing students as adult learners, already 
possessing knowledges and a history when they arrive on placement. Such a view 
opened a number of considerations. This session appeared to be driven markedly by 
Kim’s (student) history and her lack of confidence, no doubt heightened by participating 
in this research. This issue seemed to present Stephanie with a series of decision points 
during the session. 
One such point arose when Stephanie was discussing the pending presentation 
with Kim. Stephanie found herself needing to both manage Kim’s anxiety and work 
through the content of the presentation. She resolved this dilemma by addressing first 
her feelings about the topic, since she considered this would facilitate her learning about 
the more practical details, which she provided subsequently. She explained later that she 
did this because she considered the student’s anxiety was dominating her learning and 
so needed to be allayed before Kim could hear what else needed to be discussed. Her 
decision was based on her knowledge of the student and of how she learned: 
… the things that she’s working on, particularly around her learning goals, and 
with this particular student, that’s around building confidence. And what that’s 
involved. That’s the topic I've talked about with my supervisor—how to build 
confidence, and what’s the appropriate role. One of the things I’m finding as 
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well as what’s the line between, say, supervision and what might become more 
like counselling. And you know, when you’re sitting in a Field Educators’ 
seminar it all sounds very clear and simple that it’s just supervision, but in my 
experience [pause] some of the best supervision recognises that it’s more 
complex than that. And if I’ve got a student who—like I did last semester—the 
process of doing placement, raises, and really highlights and brings to the fore a 
bunch of mental health issues and she’s then struggling with depression … I’m 
not going to become her therapist and work with her on the depression but it is 
also not good enough to just say, ‘oh yeah you need to see a counsellor’, because 
the reality is the placement itself is highlighting those things. (Stephanie, Field 
Educator) 
In the review of the session, Stephanie expressed her concerns about an ethical 
issue—the need to let new service users know of the limits to confidentiality at the 
commencement of any work, a practice which the team with whom Kim was working 
did not follow. This presented both Kim and Stephanie with a problem—Kim because 
this was not what she had been taught to do at the university and Stephanie because she 
did not agree with the team’s practice, and she also knew it was contrary to what the 
student had been taught: 
I think she’s on the right track but I’m aware of the dual role of encouraging her 
to do that but aware that she’s kinda got to do what the team does at some level. 
This comes up a bit as a supervisor. It’s something I’m aware of (sigh), what do 
you do when a student raises the practice of another staff member which they’re 
not comfortable with? Not a level at which it needs to reported or something like 
that, but it’s just in that … A little earlier I was feeling uncomfortable when we 
were talking about confidentiality because all of those layers were running 
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around in my head. What’s going through my head [now] is she’s talking about 
information she needs to know. I’m thinking, does she really need to know that 
for the first visit, or is it much more about building rapport? I’m trying to 
understand because it’s her first visit or has the client already been visited [by 
other staff] and information has come in, in which case she might be right to 
think she needs to get it. (Stephanie, Field Educator) 
However, while discussing this in the review of the session, she resolved the 
dilemma by deciding to take the matter up with the team leader. Following on from this 
discussion in supervision, Kim talked about searching for information to take the new 
service user. 
Katie spoke of how her supervision approach differed, emphasising the context 
of practice rather than individual differences, although she did note differences between 
students—Gail was older, had more work experience and prepared well for supervision, 
in contrast to other students Katie was currently supervising: 
I think it [my supervision] is fairly similar. Of course it depends on the issues 
which come up, you know, students bring different issues to the table, so with 
Gail we spent a lot of time revising the report and looking at what had to go 
where and because it was very practical, they basically—she did a whole 
research project from beginning to end you know, where she designed interview 
schedules, consent forms, like it was a whole research project, whereas the two 
(in a different agency) had just done bits of project. So it was about what sorts of 
skills development and theory they brought to that. So I think my framework’s 
probably the same, you just adapt it to the placement setting in a sense and the 
tasks. (Katie, Field Educator) 
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As Keith regarded Simone (student) as extremely capable and self-motivated, he 
chose a process which he described as a free ranging hour-long discussion about the 
placement. Into this he would fold the areas she needed to address in terms of the 
learning agreement and those in which he considered she was weaker. In this particular 
session, he wrapped into the session the need for social work theory, by asking three 
times what social work theories she had found that had informed her research. Having 
readily identified a series of psychologically based theories, Simone finally made the 
link between the research she had undertaken and a presentation she had made on 
postmodernism. This was the only time in the session when Keith directed the 
discussion; the rest of the session seemed to flow freely, as he had said. 
Frances (Field Educator) expressed a dilemma about what to do at this late stage 
of placement when she concluded that Tiffany (student) did not know about what 
Frances regarded as fundamental knowledge for social work. She resolved this issue by 
continuing the discussion as shaped by Tiffany, but scheduled another supervision 
session before concluding the placement. Later, in the review of the session, she also 
recognised that the model which she had used often with students was acontextual; it 
did not address issues of organisational theory, and decided she would have to resolve 
this after the research. From these excerpts, the researcher concluded that the process 
used could best be described as the exercise of practice wisdom—accumulated learning 
from experience in social work student supervision. How Field Educators managed 
these adaptations appeared to rely largely on their experience which might be captured 
by the concept of practice wisdom. 
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6.13 Linking Using Practice Wisdom 
From the review of the session, it emerged that selecting the issue a Field 
Educator chose to foreground seemed to be linked to their experience—their acquired 
practice wisdom in student supervision. Cheung (2015) referred to practice wisdom as 
that that makes it possible to decide what constitutes the good and to take the right 
action with the right person, to the right extent, at the right time, with the right desire, 
and in the right way, under conditions of uncertainty and complexity. Practice wisdom 
stands in contrast to competency-based processes, models of supervision and practice 
guidelines of neoliberal approaches to social work practice, all of which were missing in 
this research. 
In a conceptual discussion about the place of practice wisdom—drawing on the 
definition from the social work dictionary (Barker 1999)—in student supervision, Chu 
and Tsui (2008) drew attention to practitioners as knowledge makers. This links to a 
postmodern understanding of the construction of knowledge. 
Reviewing his eight years of experience, Keith explained how he had found that 
students undertaking the Master of Social Work (Qualifying) degree, while very 
competent practitioners, had a weakness when it came to social work theory, explaining 
the emphasis he placed on using an inductive approach when questioning Simone about 
whether she had found any social work theory which might explain her research data. 
Charlotte referred to her learning over time about students’ needs. She spoke of 
the particularities of community work and common issues with which students struggle. 
Speaking of her own learning about supervising students in community work, she 
explained: 
And look, that’s normal, [to need to be directed] in the first three weeks. Fifty 
percent of the students just go, ‘I need to come in and be told what to do’. 
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Otherwise they’re lost. The other half are just fine … But for some of them 
coming from that last placement where it has been very heavily structured, 
where they haven’t had the choice about things, they’re used to being directed. 
(Charlotte, Field Educator) 
Charlotte also discussed her personal challenge in working with particular 
students—those who were very concrete in their thinking and who could not reflect on 
or conceptualise what they were seeing. She described that as being problematic with 
another student she was currently supervising and who was on notice to fail. 
Overall, the Field Educators drew on practice wisdom and tacit knowledge to 
guide their supervision as they sought to negotiate the numerous demands linked to 
conducting a student placement. Some of this knowledge became more explicit through 
the review process. When asked, they said that there were few surprises in what they 
had observed in the replay of the session. In summary, the six participant Field 
Educators demonstrated that they sought to engage their students in ongoing learning by 
requiring preparation and involving them in a fluid process tailored to the individual 
student, drawing from their experiences and using as largely inductive approach, which 
combined both reflection and didactic input. The Field Educators used an approach 
which was fluid and emergent, with socially negotiated understandings of theoretical 
concepts but which did not unveil taken-for-granted assumptions about traditional 
notions of social identity (Comerford, 2005). 
Cheung (2015) contrasted practice wisdom with a positivist-designed 
curriculum, which assumes that there exists a body of objective knowledge which can 
be applied deductively in handling individual and social behaviour (p. 259). She 
regarded the deductive application mode of knowledge, as implied in the history of 
terminology ‘integration’, as misplaced in the caring profession of social work, which 
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heavily involves feelings, values and judgements in interpersonal interactions. There is 
currently an upsurge in an alternative epistemology in social work, which emphasises 
tacit knowledge, practice wisdom and reflection. 
Practice wisdom places considerable responsibility on the individual, bringing 
with it all the strength and limitations of a postmodern approach in an education role 
where assessment, accountability, some degree of uniformity and certainty are sought. 
Yet from this research, the researcher concluded that for Field Educators, supervision 
was essentially a solo activity, rather than the cooperative endeavour described by the 
AASW. 
6.14 Cooperative Activity 
Field education is seen as part of a broader landscape of social work education in 
the contemporary Australian welfare state, and is spoken of by the AASW not as an 
individual activity but as a cooperative one. In Australia, the linking processes of field 
education and the universities are captured in the concept of partnerships (Anscombe, 
2001; Clare, 2001; Parsloe, 2001). This constructs Field Educators in a new role as 
partners in education. It is in reality a series of relationships between the Field 
Educators, the universities, the students, the professional association, the human service 
agencies and the state. 
Cleak and Smith (2012) suggested that the concept of partnership first emerged 
in the Australian literature around the turn of the century, when placements were 
becoming harder to find and there was increasing competition for these diminishing 
positions as the number of social work programmes grew. The place of the professional 
association in this partnership varies in strength. It has considerable authority with the 
universities, as it accredits social work programmes and delineates the parameters and 
standards for field education, but participants appeared to have little contact with the 
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professional association, though one saw that this gave her access to additional 
resources for teaching. One Field Educator mentioned the importance of the Code of 
Ethics and Standards but was not a member of AASW; the others did not allude to the 
professional association in any way. The education requirements of the association 
appeared to be filtered through the universities, who drew up the parameters of 
placement and monitored these. The impression was that the Field Educators followed 
the pro forma faithfully. 
The partnerships proposed between the universities and the field occur across 
very different organisations—one being largely educational and research oriented, the 
other service oriented. Academics are employed by and accountable to the university, 
and part of their work is to teach; Field Educators are in a different position. Field 
agencies vary in size, objectives and ways of practising. The ‘partners’ may vary with 
each semester. 
Much of the engagement in field education takes place at an individual level. It 
is predominantly a voluntary activity, undertaken by some individuals for reasons of 
their own, often as part of their contribution to the profession (Bogo, 2006). There are 
occasional institutional partnerships arranged between universities and organisations, 
but these are not the norm. Many partnerships may not be recognised at the institutional 
level in which Field Educators practice. 
Many universities have sought to strengthen these partnerships by offering 
something in return to the volunteers who take students, providing access to libraries or 
reduced fees for postgraduate diplomas. They also endeavoured to strengthen the 
support for these relationships through additional engagement in teaching at the 
university or research partnerships, the findings of which are incorporated into teaching. 
But the number of these opportunities is very limited. This raises the question of who is 
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benefitting from these partnerships, and what does the concept of relationship actually 
mean in practice? The courses offered to Field Educators by the universities were found 
to be of limited value—repetitious and directed primarily at new Field Educators. 
Contradictions tend not to be identified or discussed. 
The language of ‘partner’ constructs the position of Field Educators as that of 
co-educators. The concept of partnerships assumes that Field Educators can and do act 
as educators and see themselves as such; a view not sustained in this research. While 
teaching, they appeared to see themselves first and foremost as practitioners, a view 
supported by the agency, which employs them for practice and may not offer any 
support for education. They are seen as those who periodically ‘take’ students for 
practice experience in social work, not as partners in the education project and certainly 
not ongoing partners. 
Finally, these partnerships occur in an ill-defined space; indeed, a contested 
one—the epistemology of field education and supervision. In contrast to the university 
curriculum, whose content is driven in part by administrative requirements, field 
education is less developed. Yet these partners need to teach content which is not 
identical but consistent and coherent, rather than to generate contradictions. Such 
isolation risks heightening the sense of separation of theory from practice, rather than 
presenting an activity which is inherently linked. 
In many ways, the language of partnerships is misleading. It implies equality, 
but this seems not to be the case. Most of the structuring of field education and the 
organisational requirements are defined by the professional association (AASW). The 
AASW prescribes the practical details of field education. These details are captured in 
policies and procedures of the universities, which are directed by university 
administration and constitute part of the requirements for accreditation. There appears to 
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be little information available about input from practitioners on the elements of these 
partnerships. While the selection of students is a negotiated process, rarely can Field 
Educators or students initiate a placement, and the final decision rests with universities. 
The power of Field Educators lies in not offering or declining to accept a particular 
student. The same is true of preparation and performance assessment. Field Educators 
are consulted closely about a students’ performance, but the university remains the final 
arbiter. Field Educators appear to have little say in the student’s preparation, and in 
these case studies, actually knew little overall of what students were learning. 
Meanwhile, the contribution of Field Educators to the profession is constrained by the 
organisational settings in which the practitioners find themselves. 
The findings of the research appeared to suggest that student supervision 
occurred largely in isolation. Some Field Educators had completed some study on 
supervision – e.g. Michelle and Sonia. Others had not e.g. Katie who said because 
before I did this [research] I had no idea whether I was doing supervision right or 
wrongly. You know, I’ve got no benchmark. (Katie, Field Educator). 
While Field Educators sought to consider the requirements of the universities as 
seen in the quote from Keith about the student’s learning contract which has been 
referred to previously but which is pertinent here:  
You wrap into that the bits that she needs to do in terms of the learning 
agreement, around it so it’s always about thinking about the 7 key goals of the 
learning agreement and how do we do that in a fairly seamless kind of way. 
(Keith, Field Educator). 
Many of the links with the universities seemed to take place outside any formal 
structures. For example Keith stated that he made a presentation each year at the 
university and was frequently approached to take students who were considered 
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problematic, but he found the seminars offered to Field Educators to be repetitious and 
so of little assistance.  
But that (having access to literature) was also because I’d been teaching that in 
the course and I maybe would not have known about that reading had I not - had 
the students not been reading that in that second year, so that you now, that kind 
of link when you teaching something that you can draw on (um, um) in 
supervision sessions. (Katie, Field Educator). 
This perception of working in isolation was strengthened by the comments that 
the participants did not find the seminars offered by the universities to be useful and 
limited knowledge of what the universities were teaching. As Charlotte explained 
We (another student supervisor) would have these conversations about where 
the hell is this community content in the course and we’d say well it’s not there.  
Or if it is, it’s interwoven with so many other ways that it’s not clear to students. 
(Charlotte, Field Educator). 
This perception of distance was reinforced by Michelle who stated: 
…and I do think there is that dichotomy between the field and (the university), 
yeah, the university. And there is that thing where they teach a theory at the 
university. That’s their job. And then they come and we’ll show them what to do 
but there is that sort of gap, and I’ve really struggled in the past with students. 
(Michelle, Field Educator). 
6.15 Critical Reflection 
The Field Educators often referred to the process of reflection they used with the 
student as ‘critical reflection’. Case studies two, three and six—Rose and Patricia, 
Charlotte and Judith, and Katie and Gail—adopted a critical perspective on social 
policies. One example was when Stephanie asked Kim about her analysis of the data, 
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asking, ‘Do you think you’re adding some extra analysis or is it more coming direct 
from the interviews?’ To which the student replied that she thought she was adding 
knowledge to the findings through her analysis. Stephanie referred to this as critical 
reflection, saying, ‘I was acknowledging back to her, her own critical reflections and 
how that’s feeding back into her work’. 
Rose made a similar comment when Patricia stated she had felt agitated when 
observing the interview between Rose and a service user. She commented in the review 
of the session, ‘So Patricia had a great capacity to critically reflect because she was 
saying then, “I felt agitated”’. This illustrates one of the particular meanings Field 
Educators attached to critical reflection. 
However, while the process was reflective and had an evaluative element, Field 
Educators did not in fact use critical theory; the researcher concluded that it was in fact 
reflection-on-action. The critical aspect they spoke of seemed to refer to evaluation of 
the student’s activities. For example, in the case of Katie and Gail, Gail alluded to 
critical theory when she spoke of learning how socially constructed her views were and 
of her struggle to maintain a critical perspective on this—not of the language used or the 
underlying assumptions. What was missing was the level of self-conscious 
consideration of how knowledge making is constructed. It lacked the critical theory 
which is regarded as part of critical reflection in universities (Brookfield, 2009). 
Leonard (1996, as cited in Pease, 2003) proposed a combination of critical and 
post modernism as a way of looking at both external and internal power relations, which 
addresses discourse as a way of revealing how power is incorporated into thinking. 
Deconstructing discourse can yield an emancipatory element; power lies in questioning 
the unquestioned and locating contradictions. One process for doing this is critical 
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reflection. This opens the way for critical social work practice, which accords with the 
perspective of this thesis. 
The findings implied that social work practice was viewed as being to some 
extent separate from the social and political context in which agencies and the education 
institutions are embedded. However, field education does not stand in isolation from the 
larger society, including the intellectual and globalised world, which has become 
increasingly interconnected. Bay (2011) described critical analysis as more important 
than ever in today’s managerial and technocratic society, but at the same time, such a 
structuring of society may render it immune from analysis. This concurs with Frances’ 
quote that, ‘Managerialism is invisible now. I think because it’s so accepted’. 
When Field Educators were asked if had they done study around supervision, 
their answer was almost uniformly ‘no’. Stephanie, Katie and Frances had undertaken 
postgraduate work, but it did not relate directly to supervision. Stephanie, Rose and 
Frances each had their own supervision, in which they said they spoke periodically 
about their work with students. They all said that the education seminars offered to them 
by the different universities their students attended were useful initially, but of little 
ongoing value. Most had attended two seminars and found the second one to be 
repetitive. They did not go again. Overall, the researcher gained the impression that the 
activity of Field Educator among this cohort was largely a solo enterprise, suggesting 
that there might be little ongoing education available for more experienced Field 
Educators. 
These findings appear to bear out the work of Domakin (2015), who identified 
five themes arising from concerns raised by Field Educators in the UK, two of which 
are relevant here—the lack of knowledge about the academic curriculum in qualifying 
social work programmes and a sense of isolation from universities placing students with 
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them. These Field Educators considered that these concerns limited the education 
experiences they could offer students, and point to a further tension around what is 
regarded by all involved as an important dimension of social work education. 
However, the profession seeks certainties in its role of approving, reviewing and 
monitoring programmes for the purpose of determining eligibility for membership of 
AASW. The work of Field Educators is embedded in the broader teaching processes, 
which include assessment of each student’s performance. This means that the use of a 
social constructionist approach remains tempered by the requirement of assessment. 
Such a context makes the purposes of supervision multiple; learning about integration 
of theory and practice as required by the AASW is only one objective. Given the timing 
of the research, patterns of supervision have been well established between participants, 
and the students have the reassurance of knowing their work has been satisfactory to 
date. 
6.16 Summary 
Chapter 6 discussed the findings from the research across the six case studies in 
three sections. This section identified the theme that Field Educators worked with a 
number of concurrent issues, holding these in constructive tension. These issues arose 
from their responsibilities, which included aspects other than education. Each managed 
these using a process of practice wisdom derived from years of experience in the role. 
The three sections of Chapter 6 identified three themes, and for each theme, 
presented data to support the conclusions reached and discussed each in the light of the 
literature. These findings showed that Field Educators faced extensive challenges, 
which they handled in ways they were well able to discuss with the researcher. They 
had multiple objectives to manage, in a process which was directed towards educating 
individual students about undertaking emotional work, with a range of issues to be 
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harnessed towards their learning while, at the same time, making decisions among 
competing issues. Yet supervision emerged as a primarily solo activity, which raised the 
question of where approaches to supervision were drawn from. From here, the thesis 
proceeds to its conclusion, considering the limitations of the research design and the 
implications for social work education. 
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Chapter 7: Implications for Social Work and Conclusions 
7.1 Introduction 
Having considered the findings of the research in light of the series of tensions 
which currently exist in the profession, this chapter draws the thesis to its conclusion. 
This thesis reported on research into the question of how Field Educators assist students 
to integrate theory and practice, as required by the AASW, by outlining a study which 
analysed a series of individual supervision sessions as these occurred between six Field 
Educators and their students. The report covered the methodology, data analysis, 
findings and discussion, together with a review of the literature pertinent to the topic. 
This final chapter summarises the findings from the research and discusses the 
implications for social work education and some final thoughts. 
7.2 Research and Findings 
While a review of literature reveals the ‘teaching’ of theory for practice has a 
long and contentious history in the social work profession (Fernandez, 1998; Lewis & 
Bolzan, 2007), educating students to integrate theory and practice as required by the 
AASW has continued to be a central goal in field education (AASW, 2012a). Yet this 
task, while building on the work of the universities, is handed to Field Educators, who 
volunteer for the task, and takes place in numerous sites across the field of practice at a 
distance from the primary educators in the universities. Much has been written on how 
to achieve this integration—usually by academics—but there is limited published on 
how Field Educators actually do it. This research sought to explore this question. 
The thesis was influenced and shaped by the ‘postmodern turn’. It adopted a 
critical postmodern perspective, considering that while theories are held to guide actions 
(Payne, 2014), they are but one form of knowledge, a conceptual standpoint used to 
understand and talk about social behaviour. In keeping with a postmodern perspective, 
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theories and their connections to practices were not regarded as self-evident, fixed, 
unitary, total or acontextual; rather than having an objective reality, theories were 
regarded as socially constructed and co-produced between peoples in a particular 
context. Theories vary with those engaged in developing them. Along with this view of 
theories, and in contrast to a modernist understanding of theories and practices as a 
binary construction (Morley, 2004), practices and theories were viewed as inherently 
linked. Such a position was derived from this assumption of the social construction of 
contextualised theory (Fook & Gardner, 2007). Theory-less practice cannot exist, 
making the concept of integrating or applying theory to practice illogical (Hindmarsh, 
1993). Consequently, linking theories and practices is regarded not a difficulty to be 
solved but a social phenomenon to be explored, giving rise to new understandings. 
In keeping with the espoused theoretical perspective, the research incorporated a 
qualitative methodology, using a series of six case studies to explore with the Field 
Educators what they actually did in a supervision session. Data were gathered by video-
taping a supervision session as it occurred, and then amplified by reviewing the session. 
The supervision session was considered in discussion between the Field Educator and 
the researcher, to develop a further understanding of what had taken place and why. As 
a result, three groups of data were collected—videotaped data, obtained directly from 
the videotaped session; review data, obtained as audio-taped material in the discussion 
about the videotaped session; and observational data, which comprised the researcher’s 
reflections on what occurred. The data were analysed using thematic analysis, both 
within each case study and across the six case studies. 
Six case studies were completed with supervisors from government and non-
government agencies—institutionally based and in the community. The participants 
were a diverse group of experienced student supervisors, working in a range of 
 219 
organisations, with students who were agreeable to participating in the research. The 
students were studying either an undergraduate degree in social work or a Master of 
Social Work (Qualifying) degree from a number of different universities in two states in 
Australia. They were completing placements involving research, case work or 
community development, or some mixture of these activities. The research occurred in 
2012–13. 
7.3 Context Content and Strategies 
The research showed that Field Educators did link theory and practice, although 
they might not necessarily have recognised this immediately, as it was but one of a 
series of tasks each addressed in the supervision session with the student. However, they 
did not integrate theory and practice into a new whole, but rather, developed theoretical 
concepts from the practice undertaken by the student. They used an approach in which 
context, content and strategies were closely interwoven in the supervision session. The 
findings further revealed that each Field Educator had developed a general approach to 
supervision, which they then modified according to the characteristics and needs of the 
individual student with whom they were working. This general approach was seen in 
the theoretical perspective each Field Educator took to supervision—a perspective built 
over time and revealed through the use of such phrases as ‘I always …’ or ‘I usually …’ 
Context was central to the supervision sessions studied. In each instance, the 
discussion centred on the activities undertaken by the student in the organisation. They 
were sourced immediately from the material the student raised at the time, and reflected 
some of the broader influences of the agency, particularly in the information added by 
the Field Educators. The data showed a range of concepts being used, from person-
based practice, research concepts, policy concepts, social justice, human rights and, in 
one instance, consideration of the social construction of knowledges. This theoretical 
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content reflected the broader orientation of the agency in which the student was based, 
for example, community development or mental health research. However, these were 
also drawn from the perspective the Field Educator brought to supervision. As Charlotte 
(Field Educator) said in reference to her general approach to working with students, she 
would bring up the subject of theory if the student did not. Field Educators used 
strategies which focused on the agenda provided by the student, to which the Field 
Educators added items as necessary. The concepts which were co-constructed were 
derived from the context of practice and the activities actually being undertaken at the 
time. The strategies comprised a fluid process of discussion and reflection with the 
student, as together they co-produced theoretical concepts. The Field Educators did this 
in a relationship-based manner, adopting a student-centred, adult learning approach to 
education, which in turn engaged the student in the learning activity and in which 
context, content and strategies informed each other. Overall, the Field Educators used a 
wide range of strategies, including both facilitative and didactic input, with the latter 
being left until needed rather than used routinely. 
7.4 Differences 
The findings showed a series of differences between the work of Field Educators 
and the literature, the partnership approach of the universities and the discussion of the 
professional association about integrating theory and practice. Regarding the literature, 
the Field Educators did not use models, competencies or EBP, although much has been 
written about these. Significantly, they spoke of critical reflection, in light of a 
particular understanding—one which involved reflection and an evaluative element as 
commonly understood by ‘critical’, but in all but one case study, this use of the concept 
of critical reflection lacked any consideration of the assumptions on which knowledge 
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was based or of issues of power. This again echoes the many different understandings of 
a commonly used term on which much has been written (Brookfield, 2009). 
Field Educators said that they had little knowledge of what the universities were 
teaching. They had not found the seminar run by the universities to be useful, seeing 
them as only helpful initially. They also seemed to have little opportunity to talk about 
their supervision, although some discussed it occasionally in their own supervision. And 
perhaps most significantly, notwithstanding the title given to their role by the 
universities and the professional association, they did not regard themselves as 
educators and made no mention of partnerships. Rather, they identified as practitioners, 
who chose to contribute to the development of the profession by supervising students. 
The findings showed that with one exception, Field Educators did not refer to 
the standards of practice drawn up by the AASW. However, they followed the 
requirements of the universities closely. They appeared to rely on the universities to 
funnel any such requirements through their documentation. They had crafted their own 
approaches to supervision, apart from and disconnected from others, which yet showed 
a number of common themes across the participants. This begs the question: from 
where did Field Educators derive their approaches? 
7.5 Implications and Further Research 
One of the most significant implications arising from the research findings was 
that rather than theory and practice being viewed as disconnected, and needing to be 
integrated. It was Field Educators themselves who were significantly disconnected from 
others involved in the education of social work students, including the professional 
association, the university staff, service users and employing organisations. This 
disconnection raises a number of implications for social work education. 
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It points to a need for greater dialogue and exchange between Field Educators 
and university educators around the shared experiences as co-educators, to supplement 
what appears to be a largely one-way process at present. In addition, there appears to be 
a need to extend the universities’ education role beyond the current seminars for Field 
Educators, as these are perceived as largely introductory in nature. Such education 
might well include education about critical reflection, and by circulating these findings 
to other and new Field Educators, fostering discussion among Field Educators about 
how they address the question of linking theories and practices. 
There appears to be a need to raise with the AASW the gap between their 
understanding of the connection between theories and practices and how Field 
Educators address this. The AASW might benefit from further discussion with 
practitioners on this question, since it holds responsibility for accrediting the degrees. It 
is also in a position to foster more discussion among Field Educators and to facilitate 
further education for more experienced Field Educators. 
Students need to be made aware that Field Educators do not know the content of 
what they are learning at university, and hence, the importance of sharing this 
information with their Field Educator. It could be a useful learning exercise for students 
to prepare the content of the curriculum pertinent to the placement. Finally, the 
university liaison visitors, who assess the students’ work at mid-placement, need to be 
made aware of the isolation of Field Educators, since they represent a very important 
connection between the Field Educators and the universities. 
7.6 Further Research 
This research might well be but the beginning of a series of research projects. 
Further research needs to be carried out to address the gap between the literature and 
current areas of research. This could include research with Field Educators to 
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developing a greater understanding of where their supervision perspective comes from. 
It could also examine ways of breaking down the isolation of Field Educators, to 
support them further in the work they are doing. This raises another area for further 
research, that of looking at supervision at the different stages of placement, such as 
commencing or of being on notice of failing. Further research is clearly needed into 
how to work with failing students or those facing particular issues. What differences 
this might make to the findings remains unknown. 
7.7 Conclusion 
Teaching students to integrate theory and practice in field education is a 
fundamental learning activity for accreditation of social work degree in Australia. Until 
now, little has been published on how Field Educators actually do this. This research 
offers some insights into this question. It shows that Field Educators have a particular 
way of making these links—a way which contrasts with that proposed by the 
professional association. Field Educators’ teaching appears to be predicated on the 
assumption that theories are inherent in practice and are derived from it. In their 
education, they take a holistic person-centred approach, incorporating aspects of adult 
education. They place great emphasis on building a supportive, purposeful and bounded 
relationship and a safe place for the student to reflect on their practice. They use a 
dialectic-inductive process, which was anchored in the context of their agency practice. 
Together with their student, they co-construct a range of theoretical concepts. In doing 
this, they hold a number of issues in constructive tensions, which they have to manage 
while teaching the students. They appear to work largely in isolation, which raises a 
number of implications for social work education and suggests a range of further areas 
for research. Overall, this thesis explored a key area of social work education. The 
findings concur with some of the literature on social work education, but offer new 
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insights from those who seek to guide students through the journey between two worlds 
and whose voices have been little heard to date. 
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